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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT 
 
Sharity D. Nelson 
Doctor of Philosophy 
Department of English 
September 2013 
Title: Between “Ernest” and “Game”: The Aesthetics of Knowing and Poetics of “Witte” 
in William Langland's Piers Plowman and Geoffrey Chaucer's Canterbury Tales 
 
A common assumption in theories of the aesthetic is that it is a concept and 
experience that belongs to modernity. However, as Umberto Eco has shown, the aesthetic 
was a topic of great consideration by medieval thinkers. As this project demonstrates in 
the study of the poetry of William Langland and Geoffrey Chaucer, the aesthetic was, in 
fact, a dynamic and complex concept in the Middle Ages that could affirm institutional 
ideologies even as it challenged them and suggested alternative perspectives for 
comprehending truth. This project focuses on the ways in which the poets’ respective 
vernacular literary masterpieces, Piers Plowman and The Canterbury Tales, individually 
craft theories of the aesthetic and defend its role as a privileged discursive epistemology. 
I argue that, for Langland and Chaucer, the aesthetic is a discursive mode through which 
the reader comes to possess a complex knowledge that matches his or her nature, material 
and immaterial, sensitive and intellective; the reader arrives at this knowledge by 
engaging his or her wits in a translation of the poetics of Piers Plowman and The 
Canterbury Tales. For Langland, this translative exercise is evoked by the complex 
interplay of allegory and irony, and the result of the aesthetic experience is an embodied 
knowledge of God’s truth that he refers to as “kind knowing.” For Chaucer, the aesthetic 
 v 
is configured through the experience of irony, a figure that engages the process of 
translation as it confirms the complexity of truth as we can comprehend it. The aesthetic 
is also, for Chaucer, represented by the privileged mode of parody, which allows the 
reader to hear, as it were, what is missing and, in reading, supply the missing voice and 
create a dialogue—between text and reader and/or tale and tale—that in effect remasters 
whatever is monoaural by translating it into stereo. Ultimately, for both Langland and 
Chaucer, the aesthetic engenders instruction and pleasure, and both together are essential 
to our embodied comprehension of truth. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION: THE AESTHETICS OF KNOWING  
AND POETICS OF WITTE OF LANGLAND AND CHAUCER 
 
With the Wife of Bath’s opening declaration, “Experience, though noon auctoritee 
/ Were in this world, is right ynogh for me / To speke of wo that is in mariage” (1-3)1, 
Geoffrey Chaucer revisits intersecting problems of philosophy, theology, and art that had 
troubled thinkers from Augustine to Aquinas. Through the dubious character of the Wife 
and her history of husbands, Chaucer gives dramatic shape to questions regarding who 
bestows and bears authority2, who decides the meaning and value of experience, and who 
determines the processes, products, and validity of interpretation—questions the Wife 
inflects in her Prologue by re-articulating the spiritual and material obligations of gender. 
Not only does Chaucer transport these concerns of the churchmen into poetry, he renders 
them in the Middle English vernacular. The consequences of this translation are 
significant: where the medieval Church subordinated experience to authority, art to 
ethics, knowledge to truth, vernacular to Latin and woman to man, Chaucer seems to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 For all line citations of The Canterbury Tales and Piers Plowman, I am dispensing with 
the standard parenthetical line indicator, ll. 
 
2 Albert Russell Ascoli, Dante and the Making of a Modern Author, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008, explains that authority in the Middle Ages “is that 
quality which renders an author ‘worthy of faith and obedience’ (CV 4.65), is to give an 
individual access to transpersonal and transhistorical ‘truth’—making his words worthy 
of faith—and to legitimated, and officially delimited, power—making his words worth of 
obedience” (5). Certainly, the Wife as Chaucer has created her seeks obedience to her 
will through the creation of an alternate truth that invests her with an authority derived 
from her experience. 
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dismantle these hierarchies and place their concepts in tension as rhetorical equals. He 
shakes the cultural preconceptions of the Middle Ages “to the roote.”  
It is a subversive move, which Chaucer complicates throughout the Prologue as 
the Wife, in her sermon, reflects the growing influence and danger of vernacular literary 
authority in the fourteenth century3. By dismissing “auctoritee” in her initial sally, the 
Wife denies institutional claims to sovereignty over the representation and interpretation 
of universal truth. In their place she substitutes her own system of values; she privileges 
experience, claiming it provides the knowledge necessary for recognizing and 
proclaiming truth in all matters. Like imaginative literature, poetic figures, and the 
vernacular, the Wife offers a reinterpretation of the world in apparent conflict with that 
provided by the authoritative discourses of the Church. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 My reading of the Wife of Bath certainly owes much to Carolyn Dinshaw, Chaucer’s 
Sexual Poetics, Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1989, particularly, her 
recognition that the Wife’s significance lies in her “value as a representation of the letter, 
the body of the text” (120). She explains, “The Wife speaks as the literal text, insisting on 
the positive, significant value of the carnal letter as opposed to the spiritual gloss; 
moreover, in doing so she appropriates the methods of the masculine, clerkly glossatores 
themselves, thus exposing techniques that they would rather keep invisible” (120). But 
while Dinshaw explains the topic of marriage as serving as an allegory of the relationship 
between glossator and text, framing her understanding of the Wife as metaphor of the 
commentary tradition (with which I agree and from which I extend my reading), my 
thesis interrogating the Wife of Bath’s symbolic capacity focuses on the functioning of 
metaphor: the one that she dismantles (marriage) as well as the one that she is (the 
vernacular, the poetic, imaginative literature). Meanwhile, Ann Astell, Chaucer and the 
Universe of Learning, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996, has argued that the 
Wife of Bath functions “to give an extended comment on the role of eros in both the 
educational process and philosophical poetry” (147). She sees the character as embodying 
“woman’s knowledge” and testing the limits of masculine knowledge: “women’s 
knowledge overturns clerical science; and the followers of Venus, Voluptas, and 
Epicurus continually pervert and forestall the fruitful copulation of reason and speech, 
theory and practice, in their application of the artes” (153). I agree that the Wife of 
Bath’s poses as a figure that knowingly subverts the official discourses of the masculine 
culture of the medieval Church, and, again, in this way she serves as a figure of the threat 
inherent to the vernacular, poetic, and imaginative, all of which are associated with desire 
and viewed as the antithesis to reason. 
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In short, she is the standard bearer of contradiction. On one hand, the Wife can 
serve as one more exemplum of the wicked wives whose stories Jankyn read to her and, 
by extension, the limitations and transgressions of the vernacular and poetic. As a wicked 
wife, her desire for “maistrie” and “soveraynetee” over man is a consequence of her 
errant excessive desires, in particular her resolve to “bistowe the flour of al myn age” in 
the “fruyt of marriage” (113-4) as often as she pleases. More importantly, she justifies her 
beliefs through partial and contrary citations and heterodox interpretations of Scripture 
and doctrine. She will say, for instance, that “Men may conseille a woman to been oon [a 
virgin], / But conseillyng is no comandement. / He putte it in oure owene juggement” 
(66-8). Here she references Paul and later theologians who advocated virginity as a 
preferred practice of faith for all Christians4, male and female, clergy and lay. But the 
Wife sets marriage side by side with chastity and finds it as preferable for a person such 
as herself. She mimics Paul; in doing so, she relinquishes her subordinate status as a 
female and places herself as an equal in dialogue with masculine authorities. Certainly, in 
this moment, the Wife confirms the fears of the theologians regarding the misguided and 
impious uses to which the laity put questionable modes of knowing; she underwrites the 
monastic orders’ misogynist attitudes by legitimating her rapacious sexuality under the 
guise of the absence of an express prohibition against multiple marriages. In this way, she 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 1 Corinthians 7:6-9, 39: “But I speak this by permission, and not of commandment. For 
I would that all men were even as I myself. But every man hath his proper gift of God, 
one after this manner, and another after that. I say therefore to the unmarried and widows, 
It is good for them if they abide even as I. But if they cannot contain, let them marry: for 
it is better to marry than to burn. … The wife is bound by the law as long as her husband 
liveth; but if her husband be dead, she is at liberty to be married to whom she will; only 
in the Lord.” Geoffrey Galt Harpham, The Ascetic Imperative in Culture and Criticism, 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987, notes that in this letter by Paul, “An entire 
ideology is condensed here, involving self-denial, belief in God, and the tireless effort to 
starve out or punish the animal elements of the human condition” (xiv). 
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epitomizes the problems the churchmen associated with the vernacular and the poetic: she 
seems to embody the inadvertent and deliberate misrepresentation of truth for the purpose 
of indulging and justifying the carnal appetites. 
On the other hand, the Wife is a spokeswoman for the growing potential of 
vernacular, poetic language to speak authority or truth. However intermixed with 
falsehood it might be, imaginative literature is more suited to humankind’s temporally 
and materially bound existence. She is right, after all, to assert her authority over 
inexperienced clerics, “To speke of wo that is in marriage,” because she has had 
extensive experience. In challenging the clerical “conseille” of virginity with her 
embodied knowledge, the Wife confronts the timeless authority claimed by the Church 
and deconstructs Paul’s metaphor of marriage as a figure for the relation between Christ 
and his Church5. If the Church is to Christ as wife is to husband, the Wife implicitly asks 
whether or not the clergy can truly understand the analogy if they have never married. 
She doubts it: 
Men may devyne and glosen, up and doun 
But wel I woot, expres, withoute lye, 
God bad us for to wexe and multiplye; 
That gentil text kan I wel understonde. 
Eek wel I woot, he seyde myn housbonde 
Sholde lete fader and mooder and take to me. (26-31) 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Ephesians 5:22-4: “Wives, submit yourselves unto you own husbands, as unto the Lord. 
For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the church: and he is 
the saviour of the body. Therefore as the church is subject unto Christ, so let the wives be 
to their own husbands in every thing.” 
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What the Wife suggests here is that while Paul and the theologians might encourage 
virginity for all based on their readings of Scripture, they bypass other instances in which 
God himself directed otherwise. She will keep faithfully the original commandment to 
marry6. In fact, according to God, a husband is to cling to his wife and no other, a law 
that she interprets to authorize a woman’s equality to, if not potential mastery over, man 
in the marital relationship. Indeed, this bond between husband and wife, in the discourse 
of the Wife, figures man and woman as rhetorical equals in the same way she has 
previously equated authority and experience, virginity and marriage. By revealing the 
culturally constructed nature of human authority, its interpretive, temporal, and material 
foundations, she upsets the theologians’ claim to universal truth. She does what the 
theologians have done: under the name of equality, she reinstalls feminine superiority 
next to masculine authority. She does so, of course, to make space for and assert her own 
truth: women must have mastery over men. In the process, she ties herself through her 
language to the operations of the vernacular, the poetic, the imaginative, in a word, to 
literature, which becomes the medium in which they assert their authority and privilege7.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 This is yet an instance in which the Wife ignores what is not useful to her: she fails to 
indicate whether or not she upholds or is beholden to the directive to “wexe and 
multiplye,” the cause of marriage, the institution she so vociferously defends. More to the 
point, she shows that the authorized reading is as partial, i.e. deaf, as her own. 
 
7 In his reading of the glossing of Scripture and commentary in The Wife of Bath’s 
Prologue regarding marriage by both Wife and readers of her prologue, Graham D. Caie, 
“The Significance of the Early Chaucer Manuscript Glosses (With Special Reference to 
the Wife of Bath’s Prologue),” Chaucer Review 10 (1976), explains, “Both Paul and 
Jerome stress the figurative meaning of marriage, the union of the divine and the worldly, 
Christ and His congregation as Paul states, soul and body, reason and appetite” (352). In 
this metaphor, and regarding metaphor in general, David Burrell, Analogy and 
Philosophical Language, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1973, clarifies that for 
medieval audiences it is not entirely univocal, nor equivocal; it is meant to express 
proportion (71-4). Proportion for the medieval audience is tantamount to hierarchy, of 
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In contrast to Alice of Bath, in Piers Plowman William Langland creates a female 
character who can and does speak with full authority and who appears to uphold the 
superiority of Latin, scientia, and Scriptura over the vernacular, imaginative literature, 
and poetic language: Lady Holy Church. While the dreamer gazes in a daze upon the fair 
field full of folk in his first vision and wonders what it means, a “lovely ladi” descends 
from the castle to instruct him. Previously, in describing to us this vision, the dreamer had 
disavowed all responsibility for interpreting its meaning: “(What this metels bymeneth, 
ye men that ben murye, / Devyne ye—for I ne dar, by deere God in hevene)!” 
(Prologue.209-10). So marvelous is his vision, he distances himself from dressing himself 
in even the thinnest mantle of authority, despite his ability to recognize and describe the 
folk by their professions and behaviors. So he is relieved when Holy Church approaches 
and offers to explain to him the significance of the busy “maze” he sees (I.6). She begins 
with the tower: 
“The tour upon the toft,” quod she, “Truthe is therinne, 
And wolde that ye wroughte as his word techeth. 
For he is fader of feith and formed yow alle 
Bothe with fel and with face and yaf yow fyve wittes 
For to worshipe hym therwith the while that ye ben here.” (I.12-16) 
Truth, that is, God, inhabits the tower at the pinnacle of the mound, from which He 
surveys the maze. Truth would have humankind behave according to the Word whereby 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
authority, purity, etc. Thus, though Caie notes that “The moral implied by Jerome’s 
exempla of wicked wives, and hence the way in which the glossators wished the reader to 
interpret the Wife of Bath’s Prologue, applies to man, woman, virgin, spouse, and 
widow” (352), it seems Chaucer’s intent and that of the Wife in her prologue is to 
demonstrate how those exempla fail to transcend the social reality of gender categories 
and instead serve to fuel and entrench misogyny. 
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he created the world, and he has created the sensitive body for man’s soul to inhabit 
while on earth and with which to worship Him. The body, however, can also lead a 
person away from Truth; as the lady warns the dreamer, it is a “liere” that might seduce a 
man to indulge his carnal desires and “[shendeth] thi soule” (I.38-41). In short, animal 
appetites are not to be trusted; “Reson sholde rule yow alle” and Kind Wit, the faculty 
that combines the body’s sensory experience with instinctual and abstract knowledge, 
should serve it as “wardeyn” (I.54-5). She makes this point through Scriptural analogy, 
quoting Christ’s pronouncement: “‘Reddite Cesari,’ quod God, ‘that Cesari bifalleth, / Et 
que sunt Dei Deo, or ellis ye done ille’” (I.51-2). Render unto the world what is of the 
world, but the body is God’s, who created it. 
 Holy Church continues instructing the dreamer by quoting Latin and invoking 
epistemologies of scientia that disassociate knowledge of truth as best they can from the 
corrupting snares of time and materiality. She is a trusted mouthpiece of the authoritative 
knowledge that seeks to interpret and represent God’s Word—those unseen things of the 
spirit which he has graciously made manifest to humans in things seen—through signs: 
through the world, through language, and through Scriptura. Nonetheless, there are two 
problems with her instruction. First, she is unrecognizable to the dreamer despite her 
“wise wordes” (I.72); perhaps this is more the dreamer’s fault than her own. Certainly, 
she admonishes him for his ignorance, saying peevishly, “thow oughtest me to knowe” 
(I.75) by her exercise of authority alone. Second, her instruction lacks the component 
crucial to the dreamer’s comprehension of truth, or that knowledge that he believes will 
feed his faith: “‘Yet have I no kynde knowyng,’ quod I, ‘ye mote kenne me bettre / By 
what craft in my cors it comseth and where’” (I.138-9). The dreamer demands kind 
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knowing, knowledge suited to his nature as a human being, one that he feels and knows 
in his body even as he knows it intellectually. What Holy Church has provided him thus 
far has been too distant and abstract, he argues. Her disdainful response emphasizes that 
fact: “‘Thow doted daffe,’ quod she ‘dulle are thi wittes. / To litel Latyn thow lernedest, 
leode, in thi youthe’” (I.140-1). Latin, she insists, which is universal because it is not 
particular to nation or people, will provide him the knowledge he needs. Soon thereafter, 
Holy Church leaves the unsatisfied dreamer to fend for himself in his long journey to 
acquire a kind knowing of truth.  
Like the Wife of Bath, Long Will argues that experiential, embodied knowledge 
has as great a claim on truth as the abstract pronouncements asserted by Holy Church. 
The Wife translates masculine authorities, and Langland’s dreamer does likewise, 
translating Holy Church’s mode of instruction into the mode of request—or a demand of 
desire—and her meaning, abstract knowledge of universal truth, into embodied 
knowledge. In this, both characters enact a poetics of witte that allows Chaucer and 
Langland to practice a kind of two-way translation between lay and Churchly modes of 
knowing truth. As I will show, each poet invokes this translation in order to defend the 
aesthetic; each shows that, by appealing to both sense and reason, the aesthetic is a 
uniquely suited way for human beings to understand who they are and who created them. 
The aesthetic, thus, is, as a mode of knowing, also a mode of reception for readers, who 
are invited to engage their wits—sensory experience and intellect; material and abstract 
knowledge together—in a translation of Langland and Chaucer’s poetics. In other words, 
the effect of their poetics—in their combination of sound, image and immaterial meaning 
match our ability to apprehend Truth—is aesthetic, a discursive mode through which the 
	   9 
reader comes to possess a complex knowledge that matches his or her nature, material 
and immaterial, sensitive and intellective: it is knowledge that is simultaneously 
embodied and abstract. This is the aesthetics of knowing, and the means by which the 
works I discuss realize it I am calling the poetics of witte. 
Another way to say this is that we witness in the conversations between lay 
characters and figural authorities what Warren Ginsberg, adapting Walter Benjamin’s 
insights on language and translation in his study Chaucer’s Italian Tradition, describes 
when one culture responds to another: their “literary and social modes of meaning” “echo 
and disarticulate one another” (ix). In locating—translating—the differences and the 
overlap between the Wife of Bath and the clerics she opposes, between Langland and 
Holy Church, we move toward a more encompassing and accessible comprehension of 
truth—an aesthetic knowing that acknowledges truth’s abstract and universal nature and 
its necessary refraction in the material and particular expression of human language and 
experience. So even as we recognize that the Wife’s interpretations are partial and 
tendentious, or see the dreamer failing to understand Holy Church and demand something 
more than she is willing to provide, we also come to feel the fragmentary quality of 
institutional assertions that are framed solely in abstract terms. Langland’s and Chaucer’s 
embrace of the aesthetic is radical, but as I hope to show, it is consistent with cultural and 
poetic practices of fourteenth century England.  
The Problem of Language: Authorized Aesthetics and Counter Epistemologies  
 For both Langland and Chaucer to advocate the aesthetic as a discursive mode of 
knowing best suited to representing truth, and, consequently, to privilege the vernacular, 
poetic language, and imaginative and affective literature as the vehicles most appropriate 
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for conveying it, was to contradict and threaten sanctioned “universal” modes, 
epistemologies, and assertions of the Church. With these official modes, the Church long 
sought to deemphasize the influence of the body and the corresponding power of carnal 
experience along with what it viewed as those particular and unreliable modes which 
catered to the heterogeneous affective experiences of lay and vernacular cultures8. These 
attitudes and doctrines were generally Augustinian in origin and expression. Augustine 
was a prolific theologian, but for our purposes I will draw on his influential 
autobiography, Confessions, to relate relevant doctrinal discussions that shaped the 
medieval Church’s attitudes toward vernacular imaginative literature9. It is in the 
Confessions that we find a particularly rich rendering of his theory of the nature of 
language, the body, and human kind’s relation to God and his truth, a refashioning of 
Platonic and Aristotelian philosophies into a uniquely Christian theology. As we shall 
see, at the heart of this theology lies translation as a practice, theory, and mode. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Nicholas Watson, Richard Rolle and the Invention of Authority, Cambridge Studies in 
Medieval Literature 13, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991, describes, 
through the example of the Middle English mystical writer Richard Rolle, the Church’s 
response to challenges to its authority, its practice of granting authority to some authors 
and texts while ignoring or prohibiting others: 
In principle, however flexible the situation was in practice, the late-
medieval Church defined the position of each one of its members, and the 
relationships that existed between them; thus it claimed political, legal and 
social authority. It also aimed to define the boundaries of thought, to 
distinguish between a realm of orthodoxy and one of heterodoxy; 
increasingly, by attempting to formalize and refine its own canonization 
procedures, it tried to reserve to itself the right to decide which individuals 
lived such holy lives that they were worthy of veneration (Vauchez 1981); 
it safeguarded its own future, by bestowing more authority on the voices 
of some of its members than others, and by placing great emphasis on the 
moral worth of an attitude of obedience to its dictates. (8) 
 
9 The Confessions were not well known in the Middle Ages, but for sake of brevity I will 
rely on it to express the concepts and reasoning he relates in works more familiar to 
medieval audiences. 
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The seminal passage in which Augustine investigates language and its operations 
in relation to knowledge of truth and nourishment of faith in the embodied being occurs 
in Book 7. Here Augustine describes how the light of truth shines on him, which he 
recognizes not with his physical but with his soul’s eye. With this incorporeal sense, he 
realizes intellectually that we live while (and because) human—body and soul 
entwined—in a “region of unlikeness,” regio dissimilitudinis, apart from God, which 
makes it difficult for us to comprehend the Truth that is God’s word. In Augustine’s 
estimation, as Margaret Ferguson has explained, this impediment inherent to our nature is 
represented in and exacerbated by human language, which is at once mimetic and 
metaphorical: our language can only imitate God’s ineffable Word through signs—the 
arbitrary joining of particular sounds or images to abstract ideas that are unlike it. 
Because the medium differs in nature from the meaning it conveys, our language can 
only capture fragments of truth and can corrupt our understanding of it. Ferguson notes 
that Augustine’s theory of language draws on that of Plato, for whom language is a 
chaotic zone, “a region of signs which are unlike truth—because it consists of a 
multiplicity of potentially ambiguous elements” (847). The problem, then, is that because 
language is not the thing itself, but only a pointer to it, it can never be convertible with 
what it represents. As Ferguson says, while “mimetic theories” of language recognize 
metaphor “as a home away from home, a detour in the road whose goal is union—or 
reunion—with truth,” “for Augustine…all language is a metaphorical detour in the road 
to God because no sequence of words…can adequately represent an atemporal and 
holistic significance” (844) that is God’s truth and knowledge. Thus, material reality, 
which John Freccero notes is “itself linguistically structured” (“Fig Tree” 36), is for 
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humans a region of unlikeness; according to Ferguson, for Augustine it is a state of 
spiritual and spatial exile from God, represented by language’s temporality, that allows 
for at best and through metaphor a dim perception of his Truth (846-7). As Augustine 
himself states, we can approach or see God’s ineffable and immaterial Truth while 
corporeal creatures, but only through “those things which are made” (Confessions 140).  
 Augustine distrusts language because, as Peter W. Travis explains, “All mimetic 
theories of language appear to honor proper language over figurative language because 
the latter is seen as swerving, or troping, from the norm.” These theories implicitly 
suggest that there is a natural connection in proprietary language between the sign and 
what it signifies: the sign is an extension of its referent10. For Augustine, only God’s 
Word can represent proper language, while the languages of humankind, even when used 
for literal expression, can only figure partially the wholeness of meaning—the essence of 
being—it fundamentally strives or intends to communicate. While the signs of God’s 
eternal language connect to their meanings obviously and effortlessly (though we may 
not recognize it)—purely—in the language of humans that natural connection between 
sign and referent is greatly distanced or muted or missing entirely, supplied instead by 
convention. The trouble, then, with our language is that it is inescapably figural; it 
“…moves away from the res it points to and appropriates another, and ‘improper,’ 
referent” (“Chaucer’s Heliotropes” 405). Metaphor especially threatens to subvert truth 
by undermining the hierarchies of value, meaning, and being that express it. As Travis 
elaborates,  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 This comes from Plato’s Cratylus, where Cratylus, Hermogenes and Socrates discuss 
the mimetic quality and extent of human language, debating natural versus conventional 
theories of language. 
	   13 
Because we are so accustomed to domesticating metaphor…it is important 
to underscore the ‘wild’ analogies that metaphor constructs between 
radically different classifications of being. Once examined, metaphor’s 
analogy systems have a way of exposing the quasi-artificiality of those 
hierarchical categories that traditionally have been understood as the 
organizing principles of the world.  
… By moving freely from taxonomy to taxonomy, metaphors have a way 
of exposing the friction and dissonance among ontological models. (409-
10) 
Referencing Paul Ricoeur’s The Rule of Metaphor, Travis concludes, “If it is possible, as 
has been claimed, that the entire ‘theory of analogy is nothing but a pseudo-science,’ then 
at the heart of every metaphor lurks the danger that our views of the world (scientific, 
theological, rational, a priori, or whatever) will not be reconfirmed by metaphor’s system 
of analogies” (410). A language that is by definition metaphorical can thus subvert the 
soul’s precedence over the body or support placing the body’s carnal appetites over the 
soul’s desire for union with God. For medieval thinkers, the consequence that follows 
from the inescapable metaphoricity of language in this region of unlikeness is that we 
must become keen and disciplined interpreters of the fragmentary signs of things unseen, 
the only means of access we have to the wholeness of Truth.  
In many ways, medieval attitudes toward language, particularly the Church’s 
belief in the fragmentary quality of human language, parallel Benjamin’s difficult but 
valuable analysis of translation. According to Benjamin in “The Task of the Translator,” 
there exists in each language a “mode of intention,” an orientation toward language as 
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such, that becomes visible when it is translated (74). When brot is rendered pain, for 
example, “the German and the French word each excite different chains of associations; 
they cannot be interchanged without disclosing the intention of each language as a 
whole—how it is pointed, one might say, the particular cultural trajectory along which it 
moves” (Ginsberg 9). It follows that no language can express a universal idea devoid of 
cultural inflection. 
What the process of translation reveals, Benjamin claims, in articulating and 
disarticulating each other’s mode of meaning, is “pure language” (74)11, the aggregation 
or “totality of their [i.e. each separate language’s] intentions supplementing each other.” 
In Paul de Man’s reading, Benjamin’s reine Sprache is the play of differences between 
sounds and phonemes that distinguish, say, “bed” from “bet,” before these words have 
acquired a meaning. In other words, for Benjamin, a language’s intention becomes visible 
only when it is referred to pure language—the pre-meaning: material differences that are 
the precondition for meaning—which translation reveals. He states, “Translation keeps 
putting the hallowed growth of languages to the test: How far removed is their hidden 
meaning from revelation, how close can it be brought by the knowledge of this 
remoteness?” (74-5). The effect is at once a striving for a language that is pre-
metaphorical as well as a remembrance of its present impossibility, especially in one 
language alone.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Walter Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator: An Introduction to the Translation of 
Baudelaire’s Tableaux Parisiens,” Illuminations, Ed. Hannah Arendt and Trans. Harry 
Zohn, New York: Schocken Books, 1969, writes, “If there is such a thing as a language 
of truth, the tensionless and even silent depository of the ultimate truth which all thought 
strives for, then this language of truth is—the true language. And this very language, 
whose divination and description is the only perfection a philosopher can hope for, is 
concealed in concentrated fashion in translation” (77). 
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Moreover, as Ginsberg explains, “translation for Benjamin is a mode of writing 
that disrupts the ways mimetic narratives make meaning by installing alternative 
itineraries of signification next to one another; it suspends received constructions of the 
past and sets other ways of managing time and memory alongside them” (10). The mode 
of translation opposes the mode of narrative, which erodes a cultural expression’s 
fragmentary status and naturalizes its expression as pure: translation is a discursive mode 
of knowing, a meta-narrative that reminds us that reality is linguistically, and thus 
temporally, materially, and conceptually12, constituted. Though perhaps not inherently or 
purposefully political, translation’s effects are felt in the way it realigns power among 
cultures, modes of knowing, and expressions of truth; if one language is no better than as 
a form of pure speech, then by extension one culture cannot claim greater access to truth, 
and likewise value, over another. 
The medieval idea of God can function in a way that is analogous to Benjamin’s 
pure speech, as it too can reveal the partiality of all languages, Latin and vernacular; their 
distance from truth. This is how they are like; how they are unlike lies in the medieval 
Church’s deliberate program to assert cultural hegemony through translation: to displace 
and remove from classical pagan narratives claims of universal truth, while paradoxically 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 In The Origins of German Tragic Drama, Trans. John Osborne, London: NLB, 1977, 
Benjamin provides a specifically epistemological analogy to this analysis of language. As 
he does with translatable language and pure language, he distinguishes between concept 
and idea, the former mediating between phenomena (concrete elements and details) and 
the latter which holds meaning. In other words, like a word or translatable language, a 
concept unites concrete with abstract, linking the particularity of the phenomenon (like 
the sound of a word) to the universality of the idea (as with the intention or object); the 
concept operates as a mode of intention in organizing the concrete phenomenon. Ideas are 
akin to truth in that an idea is a representation of phenomena (35), while truth is a 
representation of ideas (29). Similarly, concepts are akin to modes of knowing, or 
knowledge, in that they unite and organize the particular with a mode of intention that 
points to the idea / truth. 
	   16 
assuming that now vacant position and attempting to stabilize its claims to inviolate 
authority. In his article “Chaucer, Spenser, and the Ideology of Translation,” Eugene 
Vance describes the two major medieval traditions of translation as well as their 
ideological effects and tensions: 
Broadly speaking, two different cultural heritages, the Judeo-Christian and 
the Roman classical, had brought enduring ideological dimensions to the 
notions and practice of translation…. On the one hand, there was the 
ambiguous legacy of Rome, which had succeeded Greece as the Troja 
Nova, appropriating, as well, the prestige of Greek culture and eloquence 
only to fall in its turn, leaving modern vernacular cultures with the painful 
prospect that history may by a cyclical process that cannot be arrested by 
human volition. On the other hand, there was the Judeo-Christian, moral 
doctrine of fall and redemption, whose linguistic manifestation was 
expressed in the opposition between the dispersion of meaning that 
occurred with the destruction of Babel and the reintegration of meaning 
which occurred at Pentecost, when the Holy Ghost appeared as a fiery 
tongue to all of the different tribes of the Jews and gave them a common 
understanding of Christ which transcended their separate languages. (218) 
It is in the “Judeo-Christian” heritage that we can locate the most overlap between 
Benjamin and the medieval Church’s theory of language and concept of God. As Vance 
explains, referring to Augustine’s reading of the miracle of Pentecost, any language is 
sufficient to render the Bible and its interpretation to the faithful because as fragmentary 
expressions they are all equally distant from the truth to which they point. However, a 
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major condition of this theoretical belief in any language’s capacity to represent truth is 
the concept of convention: it is a conventional language (Vance lists Hebrew, Greek, and 
Latin) that best transmits the knowledge and laws representing and mimicking, if dimly, 
the Truth of the Kingdom of Heaven because it is universal and more clearly speaks to 
readers’ souls, matching the universal attribute of humankind (219)13.  
The Middle Ages departs most acutely from Benjamin’s theory in its application 
of the “Roman classical” tradition. In her masterful work Rhetoric, Hermeneutics, and 
Translation in the Middle Ages, Rita Copeland details the effects of the medieval 
adoption and adaptation of translatio studii et imperii. For the Romans, Copeland 
explains, the project of translation encompassed Rome’s political agenda of absorption 
and aggressive contestation of Greek authority (35-6). It was conceived “…as a 
theoretical project of achieving difference with the original text” and, thus, culture, while 
yet transferring the highpoints of cultural authority (65). This differentiating 
appropriation operated, as the phrase translatio studii et imperii suggests, on two fronts. 
Bolduc explains that it “… joins the literary to the political…. Whereas translatio imperii 
refers to the transference of the cultural and legal authority implicit in political power, 
translatio studii refers to the transference of textual authority” (4). Hence, translation, 
according to this application, was a project of colonization, a dismantling of one 
hierarchy of authority for the creation of another.  
According to Carolyn Dinshaw, the medieval Church adapted translatio studii et 
imperii to serve as a “basis of a theory of history… [and] literature” (136-7), two 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Likewise institutions (the Church and Holy Roman Empire) that are universal and 
conventional. In contrast, the vernaculars (natural languages) and provincial kingdoms 
threatened corruption of universal meaning and commandment due to their changeability 
and particularity: they could not address concerns beyond the local and material. 
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discursive epistemologies central to the Church’s own agenda of acting as the gatekeeper 
to universal truth. Watson describes this revised historic and literary theory as a 
“narrative about the origins of Christian western Europe”: “This narrative tells the 
counter-story to Babel’s confusion and linguistic multiplicity, the history of culture and 
empire, from East to West, Jew to Christian, past to present” (6). It becomes the vehicle 
for transmitting cultural authority from pagan history to Christian present, providing the 
meta-narrative that tracks the continuity of this authority across cultures, made visible in 
language and ruling institutions. We can recognize in the Church’s altered exercise of 
translatio studii et imperii the process which Ginsberg, paraphrasing Benjamin, describes 
as “supplementing the original,” in which the “translation displaces its [original] 
language from any proprietary claim of being the final word” (8). Revealing the 
fragmentary quality of pagan Rome’s (more broadly, the non-Christian world’s) access to 
truth was certainly the Church’s intention in appropriating translatio studii et imperii, 
though it paradoxically applied the Roman practice of taking the place of the former 
authority in order to assert its own privileged and “proprietary” access to more complete 
expressions of truth. 
Another way to think about the medieval Church’s understanding of language and 
translation is that it indexes, according to the theology, the complexities of and 
impediments to humankind’s salvation—our movement or translation from the earthly to 
celestial realm. At a very basic level, in occupying this regio dissimilitudinis, man and 
woman must necessarily become translators in seeking truth and firmer faith. It is an 
enormous burden for the individual, this role of translator, and one that inherently 
threatens the Church’s position as authoritative guide (and, consequently, the individual’s 
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ability to transcend the world). For, if translation “displaces… any proprietary claim of 
being the final word,” then the Church’s authority is always in question, even if, as it 
claims, it possesses the most reputable means for attaining salvation. In fact, the Church 
addressed this problem in part by instituting hierarchies of modes of knowing and 
sanctioning specific experiences to guide our language, intellect, and animal appetites 
toward God and his revealed truth. In other words, the Church instituted trusted 
mediators—translators on our behalf—in the class of the priesthood and their 
epistemologies—Latin, scientia, and Scriptura, for instance—all of which were modeled 
after the ultimate mediator of Truth: Christ.  
As Michele Bolduc explains in her book The Medieval Poetics of Contraries, 
such mediators, including the original, Christ, were necessary because “[c]reated by God, 
humans are composed of contrasting characteristics, earthly as well as celestial.” Our 
contradictory nature results in a disadvantaged perspective of God and his truth (hence, 
our exile in the regio dissimilitudinis); that is, we can only comprehend God and truth 
through opposites. However, Christ’s Incarnation provides the link between the “earthly 
and celestial” that constitutes the human experience. Bolduc continues, “Like Aristotle’s 
notion of contraries, dissimilar similitude produces an intervening, mediating idea. The 
idea of the Incarnation (indeed, the Incarnation itself) incorporates all that is similar and 
yet dissimilar between God and humanity” (22). Ferguson explains it in another way: 
“The mystery of the Incarnation provides a Mediator—Christ as the central metaphor of 
the ‘way’—which is infinitely superior to the mediation of the Scriptures because, in 
Augustine’s logology, the single Word is better than any multiplicity of words” (849-50). 
In contrast to even Latin and Scriptura, which are allegorical because they point to 
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something entirely unlike themselves, Ferguson, using de Man’s theory, explains that 
Christ is a truly symbolic image, 
which can bridge the absolute gap between sign and signified by allowing 
‘image to coincide with the substance, since the substance and its 
representation do not differ in their being but only in their extension….’ 
Christ is the only true ‘similitudo’ because His relation to God is one of 
genuine ‘simultaneity,’ a simultaneity which can only exist outside of 
time. 
Indeed, she notes, “…for Augustine, the Incarnation does not redeem language itself; 
rather, the Incarnation guarantees the end of language because it promises the possibility 
of an ultimate transcendence of time” (861). As with language, the Incarnation likewise 
promises the end to the earthly—and corruptible—human body.  
Meanwhile, until we can transcend this region of unlikeness, as Augustine hopes, 
we must suffice and guard ourselves by means of the authoritative modes of knowing and 
experiencing truth vetted and controlled by the Church. As several scholars have shown, 
these modes did attempt to speak to the abstract and universal nature of truth while 
allowing for the corporeal and particular nature of humanity’s embodied being and need 
to approach truth through paradox14. In her book Contrary Things, Catherine Brown, for 
example, explains that the medieval Church is “built” on the contradiction or opposition 
occurring in its key scriptural texts, between the Hebraic Scriptures constituting the 
Bible’s Old Testament and the Gospels and Epistles constituting its New Testament 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Regarding this paradox, Michelle Bolduc, The Medieval Poetics of Contraries, 
Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 2006, notes that “the joining of contrary 
terms, which often seems bizarre to our eyes, existed as a part of a common and 
anticipated cultural phenomenon in the Middle Ages” (22). 
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(15)15. In other words, the Church accounted for the complexity of our nature in the 
exegetical tradition, which gave rise to multiple and sometimes contradictory readings. 
She explains,  
Exegesis, for all its attention to the scriptural littera, is ultimately 
concerned with words only insofar as they point to things. Since those 
things are by disciplinary fiat harmonious with the divine will, then verbal 
contradiction is an index for the multiplicity of things, all of which 
redound to the praise of a singular Truth. We can thus read for both one 
thing and the other, so long as we operate with charity and faith. For 
exegesis, under the both-and of the law of charity, contradictory textual 
teaching provides the conditions of luxuriant growth of meaning, “that 
doctrina might be multiple, the truth remaining the same” (ut doctrina 
multiplex fiat, manente eadem veritate). (35) 
Under the strict purview of the Church, paradoxical knowledge and meaning can 
proliferate if, Brown notes, it ultimately signals one truth. She observes, as well, “That 
unpacking this multiplicity is as much a source of aesthetic, even erotic delight, as it is of 
ascetic self-control is especially clear in the language exegetes use when they 
contemplate the mysterious textuality…of Scripture” (16). Thus we find in exegesis an 
aesthetic experience, movement back and forth between material letter and meaning and 
immaterial truth, qualified and encouraged by the Church. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Beryl Smalley, The Study of the Bible in the Middle Ages, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1941, reminds us that according to the Church, “The book of mysteries” the Bible, that is, 
was considered “an encyclopaedia which contained all knowledge useful to man, both 
sacred and profane. … Bible study is the highest kind of Christian learning” (13). 
	   22 
Like language, beauty was conscripted as a form of knowledge to be controlled 
and directed in universal epistemologies expressing truth. As Umberto Eco has shown in 
The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas, by the twelfth century influential theologians like 
Aquinas and Bonaventure had turned their immense intellects to the task of theorizing 
beauty as a transcendental, a universal property of being that describes God and his 
creation and is translatable with the others (the one, true, and good). In this the 
theologians created another discourse from which additional challenges to Church 
authority might be drawn and meanwhile gave a distinctly medieval shape and 
vocabulary to the phenomenon we describe today as the aesthetic16.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 A common assumption in modern theories of aesthetics is that the Middle Ages lacked 
a fully realized aesthetic theory. In The Ideology of the Aesthetic, Cambridge, MA: 
Blackwell, 1990, for example, Terry Eagleton reiterates the familiar observation that 
Baumgarten was the first to name, define, and organize “aesthetics” in the seminal 
treatise Aesthetica (1750), arguing that the project of defining aesthetics was an entirely 
bourgeois concept, “…hatched and nurtured in the Enlightenment” (8). In fact, to suggest 
that medieval thinkers and poets engaged in serious contemplation of aesthetic 
experience and the aesthetic object is often regarded as anachronistic by modernists and 
medievalists alike. Umberto Eco, The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas, Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1988, notes that such generalizations about the medieval 
period and its capacity for an aesthetic perspective have “…amounted almost to a denial 
of the claim that medieval thinkers continued with the questions of classical aesthetics, on 
the ground that medieval philosophy was smothered in theology” (1). Certainly, medieval 
aesthetic theory developed in a specific cultural context and did specific ideological 
work. As Peggy Ann Knapp, Chaucerian Aesthetics, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2008, explains, “Aesthetics concerns the nature and perception of the beautiful, and 
medieval thinkers inherited rich, though not undisputed, theories from Plato, Aristotle, 
and Plotinus, building on that inheritance,” which, she acknowledges, was for the 
purpose, “primarily to reconcile it with the claims of Christian theology” (17). However, 
as Eagleton has demonstrated, modern aesthetic theory itself has never been exempt from 
serving certain ideological purposes. Though, as Eco admits, medieval philosophy did not 
possess, in comparison to modern theory, a sophisticated vocabulary for discussing 
aesthetics, still “this lack of clarity was valid within the medieval framework” and 
signaled aesthetics’ participation in a larger and more encompassing ontological 
philosophy (13-14). He explains, 
…if…aesthetics refers to a whole range of issues connected with beauty—
its definition, its function, the ways of creating and of enjoying it—then 
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According to Eco, beauty as a transcendental is defined by Aquinas and 
Bonaventure as one perspective, one expression, or one mode immanent in all being, 
metaphysical and material alike, which is both analogous to and interchangeable with its 
fellow transcendentals the one, the true, and the good (20-1). In other words, beauty is 
found in all being, just as truth, goodness and wholeness are, and it is convertible with 
each of these other traits. For example, where one sees beauty, one recognizes also truth, 
goodness and wholeness inherent in an object; one can also transcend the object to 
consider beauty as such. Another way to think about it is that the transcendentals are all 
“modes of intention” of God evident in all being; they are figures of knowing God (like 
language). When one contemplates the beauty of an object or beauty as such, one 
contemplates God17. This theory of beauty parallels Benjamin’s conception of language 
as a fragmented sign of some pure meaning, in that what we perceive to be beautiful is 
only a fragment of a larger totality of pure beauty, which to the medieval thinker is God. 
In this way, Aquinas and Bonaventure thought beauty was like wisdom, at least in terms 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
the medievals did have aesthetic theories. It is true that these theories were 
entangled in their theology as well as in their philosophy; but to 
disentangle them, all one has to do is to read their theology in a 
philosophical light. This way of reading them is quite in keeping with their 
own intentions. (2) 
Ginsberg likewise observes in Dante’s Aesthetics of Being, Ann Arbor, MI: University of 
Michigan Press, 1999, that “…long before the eighteenth century people responded in 
equally complex ways to the epistemological and cultural challenges of aesthetic 
experience” (2). Certainly, like the modern aesthetic theorists, late antique and medieval 
philosopher theologians were just as concerned with issues regarding form, beauty, 
pleasure, desire, judgment, disinterest, purpose, emotion, sensual and intellectual 
knowledge, truth, memory, translation, ethics, morality, art, poetry, textuality, and play, 
though they posited alternate hypotheses from within and conversant with a specific 
cultural system. See Eco, The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas, for further discussion on the 
distinctions between medieval and modern aesthetics. 
 
17 To use Benjamin’s terminology, we might think of beauty as a mode of intention. 
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of its apprehension by humans; from the material particularity of the sensory experience 
of beauty was God as a universal and abstract notion to be recognized and known.  
While Aquinas and Bonaventure’s theories about beauty preserve and uphold 
doctrine even as they expand it, some fellow theologians held deep reservations, pointing 
to troubling questions about beauty’s epistemological reliability. For instance, can beauty 
or the experience of beauty replicate or produce reliable knowledge of truth or even 
potentially create truth? Does beauty reinforce or undermine cultural power and 
authority? More to the point, might beauty be the vehicle that leads us to sin? As Peggy 
Ann Knapp explains, though beauty was universally held in high “esteem…as an 
attribute of the divinely and humanly created world, as a ‘forest of signs,’” for that reason 
it was still judged to be “a potentially misleading ensnarer of loyalties” (22-3). 
Consequently, Bonaventure and his fellow Franciscans concluded that beauty was not 
able to create reliable knowledge of truth. Aquinas, however, persisted in cautiously 
claiming its knowledge-creating potential. 
Though unorthodox in judging the experience of beauty—an aesthetic 
experience—to be a valid epistemology, yet Aquinas did his best, as Ginsberg observes, 
to “discipline” it; to “remove delight from the domain of the sensual by making it a form 
of knowledge.” He did this because, “Without proper safeguards, dignifying a quality so 
rooted in the flesh by raising it almost to the level of ideas could seem an open invitation 
for the discourses of the earthly world to assert their own authority” (Dante’s Aesthetics 
of Being 3). The danger inherent in aesthetic experience, which Aquinas sought to 
confine, lies in the possibility for the pleasure derived by sensible experience—a carnal 
knowledge—to assume an authority equivalent to the institutional epistemologies that 
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ranked the abstract and universal knowledge of reason over the particular and instinctive 
knowledge produced by the body. In other words, there was a concern that the knowledge 
beauty created by sensible experience would not translate upward and reaffirm revealed 
truth but would be mistranslated in lower directions—creating new epistemologies in 
support of false truths—and for self-interested purposes.  
 In her important book Eating Beauty, Ann Astell shows how the Church 
disciplined and yet capitalized on aesthetic experience as a mode of knowing and 
substantiating universal truth in the celebration of the sacraments, particularly the 
Eucharist. “Medieval formulations of eucharistic doctrine,” she finds, are “strikingly 
aesthetic, expressed in a paradoxical vocabulary that both echoes and revises classical 
notions of the beautiful” (19). With these doctrines, theologians investigated the 
relationship of soul to body, in particular how the soul might achieve “a transfiguration of 
the body joined to it,” attempting to reverse the corrupting influence of the body over the 
soul through carnal pleasure. Astell notes that these doctrines operated on the 
presumption that “the spiritual and physical senses must somehow be connected,” and 
transfiguration depended upon a turn toward God of both soul and body, through the 
analogously formed being of the Eucharist which hid Christ behind a physical mask of 
bread (19). As such, the Eucharist relied on an aesthetic process to establish in the body a 
similitude with Truth. She points, as an example, to the work of St. Albert the Great, De 
laudibus beatae Mariae Virginis, which highlights the “assimilating and unifying power 
of the Eucharist” through an aesthetic process:  
First, there is a relationship of connaturality, which makes it possible for 
us to unite in Communion with the Son, in whose Image we were created. 
	   26 
Second there develops a likeness in virtue. Third a heart-melting charity 
brings about the concord of a sincere and beautiful…love for God and 
neighbor. Fourth comes the illuminative stage…, at which we are 
conformed to Christ in knowledge…. At the fifth stage a spiritual 
Communion with Christ present in the sacrament (whether or not the Host 
is actually eaten) becomes identical with the closest possible mystical 
union…with Him and inseparability from Him. (58)  
The emphasis of this aesthetic experience, while acknowledging the body’s vital role, is 
placed on overcoming the body’s desires and subordinating them to the soul’s desire for 
universal Truth. Drawing on the work of Simone Weil, Astell observes that what makes 
the celebration of the Eucharist truly superior as an aesthetic mode for the Church is its 
“utterly impersonal” nature as a convention, which makes it “suited to a universal, a 
catholic, reception” because, she continues, “the eucharistic rite—that is, its outward 
forms and signs, including the words of consecration—remains the same, no matter 
which priest presides, or where, or when…” (229). Thus, we can understand the Church’s 
reasoning that the more impersonal the aesthetic convention, the broader its appeal and 
truth-bearing power18.  
Even as the Church promoted aesthetic experiences in exegesis and the 
celebration of the sacraments for sublimating bodily desires toward Truth, it also 
provided an alternative, if not antithetical, mode for repudiating those desires altogether: 
asceticism. In his valuable study The Ascetic Imperative in Culture and Criticism, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 We can consider mysticism as a counter-response to this impersonality. I will soon 
discuss the mysticism of Richard Rolle and his use of the vernacular as a central part of 
the expression of vicarious mystical experiences that draws readers into a personal 
experience of truth and God’s power. 
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Geoffrey Galt Harpham describes asceticism as a mode of knowing that also mirrors and 
speaks to the human condition: “The durability of asceticism lies in its capacity to 
structure oppositions without collapsing them, to raise issues without settling them. Even 
within the ideological restraints of the early Christian practice, asceticism exhibited a 
high-intensity comprehensiveness, a hyperarticularted [sic] ambivalence” (xii). Like the 
aesthetic, “Asceticism is not merely capable of assuming a multitude of forms; it is the 
form-producing agent itself” (xiv). For understanding asceticism in the early and 
medieval Church, Harpham turns to a study of Augustine’s Confessions; he shows how 
Augustine unites under the discipline of asceticism concerns about the body and 
language.  
Harpham is certainly not the first to describe Augustine’s attempts to understand, 
control or renounce the body and language and the desire they both engender. Freccero 
writes, 
For Saint Augustine, consciousness begins in desire. To discover the self 
is to discover it as in some sense lacking, absent to itself. And desire is the 
soul’s reaching out to fill the void. This reaching out toward an as yet 
unspecified object is at the same time the birth of language…a reaching 
out toward signification. … Language is not only the vehicle of desire, it 
is also in some sense its creator…, and ultimately, sometimes insidiously, 
through the power of literary suggestion. …far from being the sole 
interpreters of the words we use, we are at the same time interpreted by 
them. … If this is so, it follows that the end term of both language and 
	   28 
desire are one and the same… The ultimate end of desire is God, in Whom 
the soul finds its satisfaction. (“Fig Tree” 35) 
As he notes, for Augustine, our bodies and language express the soul’s desire for God 
even as they create other desires that can supersede it. Harpham explains, “…[language] 
can… ‘tempt’ the reader to overvalue either the material signifier or the (transcendental) 
signified. Its double ontology structures a scene of temptation and so exemplifies man’s 
life on earth.” The Confessions, he observes, strive to find a means of overcoming this 
problem, offering “…a sustained and incremental resistance to such temptations, a 
restless, discontented striving after the perfect ascetical mode of being, the perfect 
ascetical practice of writing” (120). Thus, Augustine’s “Ascetic discipline” becomes a 
“bodily act that points beyond itself, expressing an intention that forms, and yet 
transcends and negates, the body; discipline makes the body intelligible by indicating the 
presence of a principle of stability and immobility within the constantly changing 
physical being” (xiv-xv). In other words, the body itself becomes a text through ascetic 
practice which translates it into a signifier of the soul’s desire for God—of Truth itself. 
This bodily discipline of asceticism is, moreover, constituted by specific acts of writing, 
Harpham explains; Augustine  
dedicates himself to Scriptural exegesis as the most perfectly ‘converted’ 
mode of writing, even of being. Cleaving to the Word, humbly producing 
the intentionality behind the sign, exegesis is at once a secondary, 
imitative and self-denying mode, a way of writing with no reference in the 
self, and therefore a mode of pure writing. (121) 
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Asceticism then is a mode of repudiation and resistance of worldly desire and animal 
appetites that are produced and cultivated in both body and language, which 
simultaneously conscripts them in an act of transcendence. Even so, as Harpham notes, 
Augustine’s ascetic program, though deriving much of its strength from the ability to 
entertain the ambivalences of body and language, still could not effect absolute control 
over language: “As a depersonalizing force that ‘mortifies’ the subject, language bears 
ascetic credentials. But as an expressive instrument or a medium of socialization, 
language also subverts ascesis and works against the conversion it seems at times to 
promote” (107).  
Translational Potential: The Growth of Vernacular Aesthetics 
While the medieval Church situated itself as the only reliable source of a diversity 
of authoritative modes of knowing catering to the complexity of human nature and our 
capacity to learn and know, by the fourteenth century those epistemologies faced greater 
challenges from within and without that argued the viability of the vernacular and 
imaginative and affective modes of knowing to produce knowledge of truth better suited 
to human kind. These epistemological challenges—particularly, the growing movement 
establishing vernacular literary authority—stemmed from the very practices and theories 
of translation utilized by the Church to assert cultural hegemony. As Dinshaw observes, 
from the beginning the Church recognized this threat to its order inherent in translation 
and, ultimately, could not prevent it: “Translatio always involves a relation to a previous 
authority or figure of the proper. … translatio articulates a movement away from the 
authoritative, the proper, and an establishment of another authority or propriety” (136-7).  
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In other words, while its traditions of translation served the purposes of the 
Church to the extent that they aided in establishing its cultural dominance, the practices 
of translation also provided the experience and means for those who might, as suggested 
in Benjamin, contest its authority and the epistemologies and conventions that anchored 
it. In fact, the Church’s own liberal arts program developed the very model by which 
translation’s exposure of the corruptibility and fragmentary status of all languages was 
used to claim authority over perspectives and epistemologies suspicious of and rigorously 
controlled or suppressed by the Church. According to A. J. Minnis, this opportunity for 
subversion was established in the study of the classical grammarians Donatus and 
Priscian, in the “Roman [instruction]…of the fifth century,” which “continued, with 
occasional modification, into the Middle Ages.” As, “the pupil learned the science of 
speaking with style (scientia recte loquendi) and heard the classical poets being 
explicated (enarratio poetrarum),” he would inevitably disassemble Latin’s claim to 
being a universal language. By hearing an “explanation of the elements of language, 
letters, syllables and words,” by following the discussion “of the intellectual content of a 
text,” by describing “in minute detail the verse-rhythms, difficult or rare words, 
grammatical and syntactical features, and figures of speech, included in a given passage,” 
and by elaborating “its historical, legal, geographical, mythological and scientific 
allusions and details” (13), the student would become aware that the Church’s language 
was inherently cultural, rhetorical, mutable, and translatable.  
As Copeland explains, the institutionalized study of grammar—which displaced 
rhetoric as the “master discourse” of the Middle Ages even while appropriating its 
“motive of translation” (62)—influenced in complex ways the Church’s expansion of the 
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Roman “hermeneutical model” of translation (37) for use in Scriptural exegesis. 
Following the Roman practice, for instance, medieval grammar operated with the 
pedagogical objective that “The translator aspires to enter the language of the original by 
acute understanding…; but once it has been opened through this active understanding, the 
language of the original is expected to inform, to shape the target language.” Copeland 
continues, “The force of the original language…is somehow to infuse or penetrate the 
translator’s native medium” (34). Yet where the Romans sought to translate in order to 
transfer cultural authority, the Church employed this hermeneutical mode in the 
commentary tradition to elicit greater knowledge of Scripture and even enrich the target 
languages without conceding their equality or an absolute transferal of authority. 
Nonetheless, as Copeland relates, “Commentaries” continued to threaten to “reproduce 
and resituate the text through paraphrase; or…subsume it, as commentaries are grafted on 
to the text and texts are inscribed in the commentaries.” The result is that “Commentaries 
themselves become texts to be appropriated by later exegetes and to be incorporated in 
the later commentaries” (65). Even though the commentaries were usually themselves in 
Latin, the practice opened the possibility for vernacular tradition to act similarly: it too 
would threaten to overwhelm and potentially replace the Latin originals (70); it too would 
open the “symbolically unified intellectual discourse” of Latin “to linguistic multiplicity” 
of the vernaculars (97). The exegetical tradition, moreover, always responded to changing 
circumstances and demands of reception; as Copeland says, its project was always 
predicated on historical difference. Indeed, it made historical change linguistically visible 
(126). By the time Gower and Chaucer produced their vernacular commentaries, “their 
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aim [was] not simply to insert the vernacular into… official discourse; it [was] rather to 
reinvent that official discourse within vernacular culture” (178).  
According to Copeland, the vernacular compilers reinvented Latinate authority in 
vernacular discourse by commenting not only on Scriptures but classical texts like Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses and Boethius’ De Consolatio Philosophia (107). In an article preceding 
her book, Copeland explains how the practice of translating Latinate texts enabled 
students to learn what their vernaculars were capable of expressing, to cultivate a 
“mastery of one’s own language through fidelity to and contest with another language” 
(44). Chaucer’s Boece, Copeland shows, was a “preliminary discovery of literary 
language”; in it he, like other translators, began shaping claims of authority for their own 
language (62). As she explains, this tradition of vernacular commentary “matures” from a 
“pedagogically based phase” to an “artistic phase” (75), in which translation gains the 
status of a “rhetorical model of invention which has itself been redefined in terms of 
textual interpretation” (66): “Paradoxically, medieval translations can achieve the status 
of primary texts within their vernacular literary traditions, as they substitute themselves, 
through interpretive refiguration, for the original text” (74). Vernacular commentary, in 
other words, cleared the way for vernacular literature to become an authoritative 
discourse of knowledge. 
In no author is this so clear as Dante. In his important book Dante and the Making 
of a Modern Author, Albert Russell Ascoli has shown how Dante, over the course of 
several literary projects, reworks and redefines the concept of auctoritas to invest himself 
as a vernacular writer who carries the same weight as Vergil and the human “authors” of 
the Bible. “In a fundamental sense,” Ascoli writes, “Dante is both traditionalist and 
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conservative in his understanding and invocation of auctoritas as the highest cultural 
attribute. Nonetheless, in his patently transgressive desire to appropriate that attribute for 
himself, for the vernacular, and for ‘modernity,’ he inevitably metamorphoses it into 
something very different from what it had been...” (20-1). Dante would give his Italian 
the credibility of scientia; he would, in Ascoli’s words, “… appropriate and transform 
medieval auctoritas” (136)19. Another way to think about this is that Dante, in his 
appropriation and transformation of auctoritas, practiced a version of the tradition of 
translation modeled to him by official culture. 
The cultural event that allowed Dante to begin to conceive of authorship in the 
modern sense, as Ascoli claims, and to fashion poems in the vernacular that demanded 
the same modes of exegesis as Scripture, was the rediscovery in the twelfth century of 
Aristotelian texts. Charles F. Briggs explains:  
The new Latin translations of Aristotle and the Arabs had another effect 
on the consciousness of medieval scholars. It made clear to them the 
historically contingent situation of Latin itself... While up until this time 
scholars of Western Christendom had tended, albeit naively, to take for 
granted the generalized originary status of Latin—as the language of the 
Vulgate Bible, the Fathers, the liturgy, and the auctores—the new 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Ascoli elaborates on the connection between the authority of the poet and that of the 
vernacular: 
If Dante’s definitional approach to auctorità in Convivio has gone virtually 
unexamined in the scholarship, his choice of the vernacular over Latin has 
not. It is widely recognized, in no small measure because Dante insists on 
it, that his sense of himself as author-on-the-make is intimately bound up 
with the problematic status of the nascent Italian language as a vehicle for 
serious intellectual and moral discourse, its patently inferior status with 
respect to the normative language of high culture in the Middle Ages. 
(130) 
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translations forced them to recognize that much learning had originated in 
languages other than Latin, and that the Romans themselves had had to 
translate revelatio and scientia out of Greek and Hebrew and into their 
own mother tongue. (101)20 
Like the study of grammar, this recovery of Aristotelian thought placed in relief Latin’s 
linguistic historicity, which was, for the Church, a troubling revelation of Latin’s inherent 
vulnerability to change and decay—a quality of which the classical auctors Vergil and 
Horace were acutely aware. As Watson explains, the Church sought to diminish Latin’s 
problematic nature as a language of man by claiming it as “...a reconstituted version of 
Adamic language because of its lucidity, its distance from ordinary speakers, and the way 
it had to be acquired through formal study aided by grace” (“Introduction” 10). He notes 
that for medieval theologians, “To imply that Latin is Adamic is to reaffirm its absolute 
difference from and superiority to any common tongue” (11). However, for Dante, 
Latin’s universality stemmed from the fact that it was made rational by rules, or like 
Weil’s description of the Eucharist, by convention. The vernacular, by contrast, was 
natural—imbibed as it were from nurses. For Dante, as Watson explains, this naturalness 
gives the vernacular “ the better claim to represent or substitute for Adamic language” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 C.H. Lohr, “Medieval interpretation of Aristotle,” The Cambridge History of Later 
Medieval Philosophy: From the Rediscovery of Aristotle to the Disintegration of 
Scholasticism, 1100-1600, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982, observes that 
the discovery of Aristotelian texts provides medieval scholars with new knowledge and 
models for attaining knowledge: “In Aristotle, the Philosopher, they [the masters of arts] 
fond the researcher, the questioner—or to use Aristotle’s own words, the hunter, the 
discoverer, the seeker—one who subjected the teachings of his predecessors to a 
relentless critique, who was subservient to no authority and free of all dogmatism” (91). 
In conjunction with the increasing skepticism regarding Latin’s primacy, the discovery 
revealed to medieval scholars the possible means by which other or new truths might be 
determined and articulated. 
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because it possesses an “intimate relation to land, people, and history. …what links 
Adamic and vernacular languages is the concept of the ‘natural,’ which he [Dante] holds 
up against the artificiality that he ascribes to Latin” (11)21. 
Though foundational to the growing movement of vernacular literary authority, 
the study of grammar and the rediscovery of key Aristotelian texts were not the only 
instances in which sanctioned ideas about translation bolstered the Church’s authority 
even as they opened “alternative itineraries of signification.” Aquinas’ arguments about 
beauty offered other grounds on which both churchmen and poets were able to defend 
and strengthen the position of vernacular affective literature as privileged modes of 
knowing. Beauty engages both the senses and the mind to feel and consider the 
similarities between material objects and the more abstract pleasure we take in 
proportion, symmetry, and congruence. This knowledge was lower than the certain 
conclusions of syllogistic reasoning; however inferior, it still is a way for human beings 
to know God. By extension Aquinas grants poetry epistemological value, though it is 
limited to providing analogies and similitudes:  
The objects which are referred to in poetry are imagined, invented objects; 
…narratives designed to give pleasure. … In this kind of enterprise, the 
poet seeks to present his reader with something unknown, unknown 
because non-existent or never envisaged, and something inconceivable 
because conceptually without definition. This does not mean that the 
poet’s object is some reality which in itself evades conceptualization, but 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 This idea as referenced by Watson is expressed in De Vulgari Eloquentia. In the 
Commedia (Paradisio 26), Dante revises his opinion to say that all languages, even 
Adam’s, are subject to change. 
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only that the conceptual knowledge of something involves defining it by 
way of its genus and its species. The poet, then, makes manifest a reality 
of this kind—a reality which has in itself, or at least has for us, a 
“deficiency in truth”—by means of representation; and representation can 
come about only by way of a similitude. (149) 
As Eco explains, poetry is deficient in truth in relation to definition of species and genus, 
which is the work of reason. But because poetry is the exercise of similitude, it bears a 
certain likeness as a method to the object of theological study—a God whose being 
humans can know only by analogy22.  
What he [i.e. Aquinas] said in effect was: these mysteries [of religion] 
exceed our faculties of understanding, and we are therefore compelled to 
represent them by means of similitudes; it is the same as for the poet, who 
uses metaphors to indicate those things which, because of their unreality, 
we can grasp only when translated and allegorized in this way. (150) 
For Aquinas, the appreciation of beauty, especially poetic beauty, produces a kind of 
knowledge that in its fictiveness, its lack of truthfulness, can stand as an analogy of 
God’s exceeding every way in which a human being can know him.  
Beauty, like poetry, translates the “mysteries [that] exceed our faculties of 
understanding.” Both enable the soul to approach knowledge of the universal and abstract 
through particulars. This recognition transformed medieval thought and epistemologies. 
For example, in his study of the mystical writing and literary authority of Richard Rolle, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 We can know God through imagination also, for even reason needs images to operate. 
In Aquinas, imagination is the tertium quid that connects matter to idea. Poetry can 
exploit the connection. 
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Watson has shown that Franciscan theology began to encourage “affective and personally 
oriented devotion,” and accorded “increased prestige [to] personal experience,” even the 
vicarious experience gained through the mediation of literature23. According to some 
theologians, the Scriptures are written in a variety of 
affective literary modes, because readers experience these more 
immediately and intimately than they do rational arguments. ... Thus 
Scripture itself aims to give its readers experientia of the truths it 
articulates, and rewards those who look at it for wisdom rather than 
merely for knowledge. (23) 
As Watson skillfully demonstrates, Rolle appropriated this attitude toward affective 
literary experience in order to advance his own authority as an auctor and the legitimacy 
of his writing in the more accessible Middle English vernacular. And he notes that Rolle 
is far from alone in his project to invent his vernacular literary authority. There was, 
Watson shows, a growing cultural impetus in fourteenth century England to move away 
from the dominant scientia and toward the more lay-accessible sites of personal and 
affective experience. Rolle’s “Mystical writing,” which “fuses subjective experience and 
expressions with absolute declarations as to the nature of truth” (1), is merely an 
exemplary instance of this new, vernacular linkage between authorial praxis and 
theological philosophy. Traditionally, only the affective, aesthetic experience produced 
by Scripture possessed authority24, but by expanding the scope of the imaginative and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Franciscans like Bonaventure resisted (the Dominican) Aquinas’ theory of beauty. 
Although we see in Rolle’s writing that the Franciscans developed their own theoretical 
model of particular-to-universal knowledge of truth. 
 
24 See n12 on Smalley. 
	   38 
affective, Rolle paved the way for poets like Langland and Chaucer to defend their own 
use of the imaginative, affective, and vernacular as legitimate means for expressing 
Truth. 
The poetic handbooks of the twelfth century, which fed the development of what 
Robert O. Payne calls the “common consciousness” of the fourteenth century poets like 
Dante, Langland, and Chaucer (53), likewise demonstrate the uneasy alliance churchmen 
made with poets as agents of knowledge. Even as grammar had absorbed rhetoric, so 
poetics began to assimilate rhetorical categories into itself. We see this most clearly in the 
“rhetorical poetics” (7) of writers like Matthew of Vendome, Geoffrey of Vinsauf, and 
John of Garland. All three emphasize the importance of translation in poetic fashioning 
As William Purcell notes, the primary instruction given in the handbooks is “…to rework 
old material in new ways.” In Geoffrey of Vinsauf for example, “Much of his exposition 
employs the figures and tropes as a means of amplification” (75). The emphasis, Purcell 
shows, is not on creating new truth (inventio), as it was in classical rhetorical instruction, 
but in continually finding new ways to express already revealed truth. All relevant matter 
(materia) already exists; the poet must restyle it according to the reader’s needs, in 
accord with Horace’s dictum to delight and instruct.  
In Political Allegory in Late Medieval England, Astell has documented this 
medieval translation (appropriation and adaptation) of Ciceronian rhetoric (which 
Augustine studied). Cicero, or at least the pseudo-Ciceronian Ad Herennium, emphasized 
the discursive process of inventio whereby truth or matter is discovered; in the Middle 
Ages invention became a part of rhetorical poetics. Inventio now excluded a process to 
determine truthfulness; it concentrated instead on the invention of new styles that re-
	   39 
presented in fragmentary ways absolute truth25. Purcell highlights, as the poetic 
handbooks’ thematic focus and primary example of the ideology of the rhetorical poetic 
in practice, the exercise of transsumptio, which he describes as a tool used by the poet to 
“transition from one trope to another”: with this a poet restricted his poetry to the 
material of universal truth while at the same time distinguished himself repeatedly 
through the invention of particular and original expression (77). In this way, the 
handbooks simultaneously affirmed the Church’s insistence on an already revealed 
universal truth and the inferiority of the poetic as a means of expressing it while yet 
implicitly positioning the poet as an important and essential practitioner of knowledge-
creation through continual stylistic refinement. 
Once again, Dante is paradigmatic of the ways in which the poets of the 
fourteenth century, immersed in that “common consciousness” Payne describes, 
manipulated the traditions of translation that buttressed institutional authority to craft a 
new theory of vernacular poetic privilege. For example, Dante’s theory of the vernacular 
owed much to Augustine’s synthesis of Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy, even as it 
radically altered it. John Fyler explains: 
In Dante’s powerful statement, our place in the hierarchy of being between 
animal and angel is mirrored in our language, which is similarly set 
between mere sound and pure meaning. The neither/nor condition of 
language—suspended between mind and thing as a signifier, and between 
mind and body by its very nature—suggests all too well its implication in 
human frailty. (22-3) 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 i.e. the enthymeme. 
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Integrating Augustine’s theories with his own, Dante, as Copeland notes, maintained that 
poetry in the vernacular can comprehend ethics, politics, and religion. Indeed, for Dante 
vernacular poetry has dominion even over pulpit oratory; its purpose is not only to 
instruct, but to instruct by delighting (181). But as Fyler has argued, Dante’s theory of 
vernacular poetry was yet more complicated than Copeland’s description of poetry as 
ethical device allows it to be: “Purgatory is full of poets,” he notes of Dante’s Purgatorio. 
“For poetry, in Dante’s view, evidently sums up the ambiguities of human speech, and its 
capacity to be used for either good or evil purposes” (109). 
What complicated Dante’s view of vernacular poetry—his defense of the 
“natural” vernacular and the complexity of the poetic—as Ginsberg has shown in Dante’s 
Aesthetics of Being, was his conception of the aesthetic. Where Dante initially perceived 
the aesthetic as an epistemology, in the Divina Commedia, he conceives the aesthetic as a 
“form of existence”: it “has been transformed into the style of God’s writing in heaven 
and on earth; it has become nothing less than a discourse of being” (16). This belief 
stands in direct opposition to the Church, which attempted, as we have seen, to control 
the aesthetic and the literary forms that evoke it by subordinating it as a way of knowing 
to intellection. Dante responded by making the “progress of intellection” an integral part 
of his aesthetics, since “Understanding begins with the specific and sensible and proceeds 
by analysis to the universal” (viii-ix). However, Dante “never limited his conception of 
poetry to merely an activity of the practical intellect” but “always sought to invest his 
poetic vernacular with a universality comparable to that of Latin” (15). In this way, 
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poetry and the vernacular were invested with an authority that Dante ascribed to the 
aesthetic26. 
Langland and Chaucer: Aesthetics of Knowing and Poetics of Witte  
So much of this discussion, admittedly, has concentrated on the example of 
Dante’s arguments for the aesthetic, poetic, and vernacular because I find his work to be 
a model for understanding and explaining the very similar yet distinct aesthetic 
arguments of Piers Plowman and The Nun’s Priest’s Tale27. I find particularly useful 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 As Ginsberg explains in Dante’s Aesthetics of Being, 
Once beauty had been admitted among the attributes of God, poets not 
only could claim an access of vision until then reserved for mystic 
contemplatives, they could say, against the theologians, that their poems, 
by making sensible and intellective love analogies of one another and of 
the Spirit that is Love, were the most appropriate medium to represent the 
human experience of the incarnate divine. (8) 
Dante, as Ginsberg has shown, produced one of the most sophisticated responses to 
Aquinas’ unintended invitation, defining the aesthetic by its sign the poetic. For example, 
in the Vita nuova, he explains, Dante crafts “a hierarchy of proportioned knowledges, 
each of which has its own mode of expression. … Each kind of knowledge and mode of 
expression participates in the higher order by analogy, and analogy itself becomes for 
Dante the mark of the aesthetic’s coordination of the sensible and the metaphysical” (9). 
Later, in the Divina Commedia, Dante “radically expanded the purchase and scope of 
aesthetics” (15): where before he described knowing Beatrice’s “nature” (9) by “ratios” 
translating “various stages,” in the Purgatorio “Dante now asserts that his life is 
intelligible as an analogy: he is man and poet insofar as he moves signifying through the 
world in embodied proportion to the inner articulations of Love’s promptings.” As 
Ginsberg argues, “The aesthetic has been transformed” by Dante “into the style of God’s 
writing in heaven and on earth; it has become nothing less than a discourse of being” 
(16). In the context of the culture of translation that permeated the Middle Ages, 
Ginsberg explains, “…the aesthetic for Dante was a form of cultural contestation; it 
provided an arena where the authority of Latin learning could be challenged, translated, 
and reformed by the vernacular” (vii).  
 
27 Dante was not concerned with defending all vernaculars and absorbing dialects beyond 
Italian or sharing his theories about poetry and the aesthetic beyond his cohort of the stil 
novists and the in-the-know readers of the Divina Commedia. (In De Vulgari Eloquentia, 
Dante’s only concern is in legitimizing Italian, not to justify and promote all vernaculars. 
Indeed, he found even some dialects of Italian barely tolerable.) However, that is not to 
say that his ideas did not circulate and have profound impact outside his poetic circles. 
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Ginsberg’s demonstrations of the ways in which Dante perceived and articulated the 
relationship of translation to poetic knowledge: “translation became for Dante a mode in 
which he could express his condition as a man made in God’s image and the character of 
his poetry as language formed in the likeness of God’s creative Word” (“Dante and 
Chaucer” 13). I believe that Langland and Chaucer held very similar views about 
translation’s capacity to secure the status of vernacular imaginative literature as an 
authoritative discourse and epistemology.  
As Joan Heiges Blythe has shown, Langland could not separate translation from 
the poetic in the project of Piers Plowman. She sees in the sign of its allegory, a “trans-
epistemic exploration of the space” which occurs between “received language and 
intellective cultural constructs; the uniquely created-creative individual” and “what 
delineates it” (133). In Chapter 2, “Langland’s Poetics of Witte: Allegorical Aesthetics in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Ascoli asserts that poets such as Boccaccio, Christine de Pizan, and Chaucer certainly 
knew and treated Dante as a “poetic model, an auctor comparable to ancients such as 
Virgil and Ovid” (4). Giuseppe Mazzotta, “Antiquity and the New Arts in Petrarch,” The 
New Medievalism, Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1991, has made similar 
claims, grouping Jean de Meun, Dante, and Chaucer together as poets whose “steady 
interrogation of their own values and epistemological premises” created among European 
poets a common “consciousness” of the “repression of history” and “contradictory voices 
punctuating the philosophical debates, the spiritual lacerations, and the political struggles 
of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries”(55).  
In Chaucer’s Italian Tradition, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 
2002, Ginsberg has shown us how Chaucer was able to access, analyze, and rework 
Dante’s ideas about vernacular poetry and the aesthetic through various cultural and 
literary intersections and dynamic engagements in translation. Ginsberg argues that 
Chaucer came to know Dante’s work through Boccaccio, “whose poems he read as a 
gloss to Dante’s.” He explains that “to meet” the challenges posed by translating Dante to 
himself, “Chaucer pondered texts like the Filostrato and Teseida with the Comedy in 
mind. Through this process of reciprocal interrogation and transposition, which prompted 
him to study the trecento authors he knew not separately but in conjunction with one 
another, Chaucer generated an Italian tradition” (viii). That tradition, Ginsberg argues, 
can be recognized as influencing “Chaucer’s Canterbury style” (ix), which translates 
Dante’s formal practices and aesthetic theory into Chaucer’s own practices and poetic 
theory. 
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Piers Plowman,” I explore this trans-epistemic quality of Langland’s poetry; like Blythe I 
focus on the translational work done by the poem’s allegory—its central poetic figure. 
Certainly, the poem presents a formidable jumble of genres, epistemologies and 
languages—Latin, Middle English, and, occasionally, French—all of which engage 
complicated theological, cultural, political and socio-economic issues. Elizabeth Fowler 
has, in fact, identified at least thirteen competing epistemologies and genres: “dream 
vision, ecclesiastical and social satire, sermon, anatomy of statecraft, scholastic 
grammatical analysis, legal formulae, penitential confession, faculty psychology, 
romance, apocalyptic prophecy, theological dispute, devotional transport, and (perhaps 
the best generic category for the baggy whole) personification allegory.” By this, she 
notes that the poem seems deliberately to “cast a wide net for cultural detritus of all 
kinds”; as a result it becomes “a chaotic reading experience” and a “notoriously difficult 
text for literary scholars to use and interpret” (96)28. In this chapter, I argue that Langland 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Some scholars, like David Aers, Chaucer, Langland and the Creative Imagination, 
Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980, see the poem as Langland’s vehicle for crafting 
a vernacular theology. In other words, they look to the poem’s theological preoccupations 
and innovations to account for the poetic choices. They are prone to suggest that 
Langland was more a philosopher concerned with content than a poet fascinated by and 
experimenting with form and its potential not simply to convey content but to transform 
it. Yet I believe that Langland was a poet deeply invested in the study of literary form and 
its intersections with and translations of social, political, and theological matters. Astell 
argues that Langland’s theological fixation has a political aspect which cannot be fully 
understood without recourse to an intensive study of form. Allegory, she claims, provided 
Langland the cover he needed to make criticisms of “matter of public concern” (4). As 
she demonstrates, allegory became Langland’s vehicle to speculate on matters and 
concerns previously the sole province of churchmen. Meanwhile, Anne Middleton, 
“Narration and the Invention of Experience: Episodic Form in Piers Plowman,” The 
Wisdom of Poetry: Essays in Early English Literature in Honor of Morton W. Bloomfield, 
Ed. Larry D. Benson and Siegfried Wenzel, Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute 
Publications, 1982, 91-122, has argued that “It is Langland’s peculiar achievement to 
have composed his poem to include an accounting of his poetic project, displaying to 
history a painstakingly circumstantial reckoning of both its profit and its loss” (122). 
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perceives the aesthetic as a privileged discursive epistemology that can incorporate and 
draw on all these competing and sometimes opposing genres, epistemologies, and modes 
so that his readers might gain “kind knowing”—knowledge of the truth suited to our 
capacity to know it. I locate Langland’s aesthetics under the sign of allegory. Repeatedly 
but always differently, Langland deploys allegory to engage our “wittes” in the 
production of truth in the vernacular. 
 Looking next at The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, I argue that Chaucer conceives of the 
aesthetic in ways that mirror, critique, and extend Langland’s ideas29. Like Piers 
Plowman, the Tale combines and references a bewildering number of competing genres 
and epistemologies, but here to tell a simple story about a rooster, his hen-wife, and a fox. 
As Travis says in Disseminal Chaucer, the Tale,  
In addition to beast fable, … has been defined as a sermon, an exemplum, 
a comedy, a tragedy, a tragicomedy, a satire, an epyllion, a mock epic, a 
romance, a fabliau, even a fictional poeme a clef. It includes bits of many 
other kinds of literature as well: fortunate fall motifs are intercalated with 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 As John M. Bowers, Chaucer and Langland: The Antagonistic Tradition, Notre Dame, 
IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007, explains, literary scholarship has long 
considered Chaucer to be the “father of English literature” (1), so influential were his 
works during his era and beyond. However, as Bowers has shown in Chaucer and 
Langland: The Antagonistic Tradition, Langland’s influence on the poetic, political, and 
cultural milieu of fourteenth century England was more extensive and immediate than 
Chaucer’s, even serving as a point of departure and response for Chaucer in his poetic 
endeavors. Certainly, Piers Plowman enjoyed much wider readership, as evidenced by its 
quotation in the revolutionary materials that circulated in the period leading up to the 
Peasant’s Revolt of 1381 (26), and so modeled the potential social impact of Middle 
English poetry in a way previously unimaginable. While, he argues, Chaucer’s work is 
deeply indebted to Langland’s Piers Plowman, there is no evidence that Langland read 
Chaucer (2), yet ever since the Chaucerian tradition has occluded Langland’s impact: “In 
the literary firmament, Langland became the adjacent black hole whose gravitational field 
consistently determined the shape and luminosity of the bright star Chaucer” (3). 
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fascicles of the Furstenspiegel (‘mirror of princes’), the consolatio, and 
the disputatio, which in turn are set off against discursive snippets relating 
to theology, psychology, astronomy, gastronomy, philosophy, and the 
proper measurements of time. (8) 
In Piers Plowman, Langland introduced his overload of genres to reflect the complexity 
of his subject: knowing truth in this world. In The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, Chaucer stresses 
the incongruity of the simple vehicle bearing so much literary and philosophical 
freightage. Yet he too prompts the reader to ponder the spiritual, social, political, 
implications of aesthetic knowledge and the delight the Tale generates. This knowledge is 
rooted in the senses and experience, yet it seems to transcend historicity; this delight 
savors the potential subversions of the literal and material structures, yet it would ground 
its pleasure in the absolute. While theologians fretted over the means imaginative 
literature used to instill the experience of truth, Chaucer and Langland both saw the 
problematic nature of vernacular literary art as an opportunity to vindicate the value of 
the aesthetic.  
Thus, in Chapter 3, “Chaucer’s Poetics of Witte: Ironic Aesthetics in The Nun’s 
Priest’s Tale,” I chart how Chaucer adapts and foregrounds translation and irony for the 
purpose of demonstrating how the aesthetic provides a more comprehensive mode for 
knowing truth. The interplay of translation and irony, that is to say, is a Chaucerian trope 
for the aesthetic; in proposing, rendering, and amending attitudes toward the aesthetic, 
translation and irony are themselves redefined. Whereas, traditionally, the act of 
translation implied the secondary status of the target (or derivative) text, an inherent 
defectiveness that could be partially rectified by reading the original, Chaucer’s 
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translations force the source to enter into conversation with its rendering. As 
Chauntecleer’s rendering of “In principio, / Mulier est hominis confusio /… / ‘Womman 
is mannes joye and al his blis’” makes clear, Chaucer capitalizes on the differences and 
oppositions of meaning, undoing the superiority of Latin and deconstructing the primacy 
of the original in the process. Chaucerian translation, I will claim, follows the movements 
of irony. Indeed, irony, like allegory, is a form of interpretive translation: in basic terms, 
as Travis says, “irony is a way of saying one thing but meaning something else,” 
generally the opposite, “so that its literal level of signification is replaced by”—or rather, 
I would say, translated into—“an unspoken but implicit counter-signified” (Disseminal 
104). For Chaucer, however, the literal isn’t replaced; it is juxtaposed with its 
counterstatement. I argue that these juxtapositions—what Travis describes as “an 
oscillating exchange” (104)—enact and perform the irony of translation and exemplify 
Chaucer’s conception of the aesthetic. For instance, in Chauntecleer’s mistranslation, the 
Latin is true if we think of Eve, while the Middle English is true, even though it 
contradicts the Latin, if we think of Mary. The aesthetic is, then, a translative mode that 
engenders the contemplation of the material and the contingent as a means for knowing 
abstract and unchanging truth; it is an experience which urges transcendence but at the 
same time appeals to bodily pleasure.  
 I end this project in Chapter 4, “Parodic Aesthetics in Fragment VII of The 
Canterbury Tales,” by broadening my exploration of Chaucer’s defense of the aesthetic 
and vernacular imaginative literature to include the group of tales The Nun’s Priest’s Tale 
concludes. Again, I examine Chaucer’s translational aesthetics, but this time under the 
sign of parody. As Travis says, parody is “A verbal construct whose primary object of 
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imitation is typically another verbal construct… literary parody is both an intertextual and 
a self-referential genre” (8). Literary parody focuses attention onto the text that is its 
object; it calls attention to the ways the text is constructed and to the ways in which it 
makes meaning. In so doing, however, it supplements the text, to the point, in Derrida-
like fashion, where its own modes of making meaning seem to be prior to the ones it 
mocks. As Linda Hutcheon has noted, in the Western tradition, parody carries an even 
more specific aesthetic objective—it makes us aware of art as such. It fosters a reflexivity 
that concentrates on the systems and structures of meaning: “Overtly imitating art more 
than life, parody self-consciously and self-critically points us to its own nature” (69). Or, 
as Travis elaborates, parody is a “prime example of a metafictional artifact whose 
ultimate concern is the nature and value of art—its construction, contamination, 
transcontextualization, and interpretation” (8).  
In this final chapter, then, I look at the ways in which each of the five tales 
preceding Chaucer’s literary masterpiece, The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, engage parody in a 
reckoning of the transgressive authority of the aesthetic and its vehicle vernacular 
imaginative literature. I argue that each succeeding tale parodies the prior in pairs of two. 
Playing on the idea that translation and parody corrupt truth and pure meaning, these tales 
make extra effort to convince us that they have done so: in each tale modes of knowing 
are validated and undermined, and in the movement to the next tale modes are 
transformed for renewed critique and contemplation. Embracing both “ernest” and 
“game,” these simple-complex tales make each the translation of the other and showcase 
in their evident fictiveness and artful failures the aesthetic’s enhanced ability to represent 
more fully the complexity of truth as we perceive it. 
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Astell has argued: “Like Dante, Chaucer sees the limitations of any philosophical 
system that represents itself as self-enclosed and complete. Whereas Dante explodes 
those limitations through an imaginative, theological transcendence, however, Chaucer 
takes an immanent route that dramatizes debate and rivalry, preserving quaestiones as 
quaestiones and using them as an avenue to a humble self-knowledge” (Chaucer 63). For 
both Langland and Chaucer, the aesthetic is a system that embraces incompleteness and 
opposition and yet provides a more fulfilling representation of truth; for both, the 
aesthetic and the knowledge it produces matches our contradictory natures; aesthetic 
knowing makes truth more readily accessible while reminding us of our distance from it. 
 
  49 
CHAPTER II 
LANGLAND’S POETICS OF WITTE: 
ALLEGORICAL AESTHETICS IN PIERS PLOWMAN 
 
Scholars more interested in social history than in poetry have sometimes 
made this poem appear much less ordinary than it really is as regards its 
kind, and much less extraordinary as regards the genius of the poet. In 
fact, its only oddity is its excellence; in Piers Plowman we see an 
exceptional poet adorning a species of poetry which is hardly exceptional 
at all. 
C.S. Lewis, “On Langland’s ‘Intellectual Imagination’” 
 
When we first meet the dreamer of Piers Plowman, Long Will, he has determined 
to travel wide in the world “wondres to here” (Prologue.2-4)30. Soon, however, he tires of 
his wandering and seeks rest, slipping into the first of several dream visions, the meaning 
of which perplexes him as much as it does us the readers. What he beholds in his first 
vision is a rather wondrous tableau: a “fair feeld ful of folk” lying between a castle 
representing Heaven and a dungeon, Hell (Prologue.1-19). He can identify the folk by 
their professions, estates, actions, speech, and behavior. They are his contemporaries. Yet 
despite his descriptive precision, Long Will cannot or will not explain what the vision 
means. “Devyne ye—for I ne dar, by deere God in hevene,” he challenges us 
(Prologue.210).  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 All references are from the B-text. William Langland, Piers Plowman, Ed. A. V. C. 
Schmidt, New York: E. P. Dutton & Co. Inc., 1978. 
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When at the beginning of Passus I “A lovely lady of leere, in lynnen yclothed / 
Cam doun from [the] castel and called me faire” (I.3-4), he puts the question of meaning 
to her. This lady answers, starting with an explanation of the scene’s most significant 
feature: 
“The tour upon the toft,” quod she, “Truthe is therinne, 
And wolde that ye wroughte as his word techeth. 
For he is fader of feith, formed yow alle 
Bothe with fel and with face and yaf yow fyve wittes 
For to worshipe hym therwith while that ye ben here.” (I.12-16) 
Truth, she explains, has by his word expressed how he wishes humankind to behave. He 
created men and women as embodied creatures with five senses, which we are to use not 
for our own pleasure but to worship him. Though we should not rely on the body to 
recognize Truth, that is, to engender in us a faith in things unseen, the body can yet orient 
us to things seen which can corroborate and feed our faith in this extra-sensory Truth. 
Even so, regarding the body and its senses, she warns, 
Leve nought thi likame, for a liere hym techeth— 
That is the wrecched world, wolde thee bitraye. 
For the fend and thi flessh folwen togidere, 
And that [shendeth] thi soule… (I.38-41)  
Though the gift of the sensitive body comes from Truth, who is God, it cannot be trusted 
as it is of the world and, as we soon see, desires to be like it. The world, she explains, is 
much like Satan who preys on humanity by appealing to our desire for bodily stimulation 
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and so corrupts our immortal souls, which while we live in the world is tied to and 
affected by the body.  
 The explanation confuses Long Will: if the body is of the world, should not it give 
itself to the world? The lady replies by referring to Scripture: “‘Reddite Cesari,’ quod 
God, ‘that Cesari bifalleth, / Et que sunt Dei Deo, or ellis ye don ille’” (I.52-3). Render 
unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s. The body is from God and 
must be rendered as a levy unto him. Meanwhile, Reason and Kind Wit will aid us in 
prioritizing the body’s worship of God above its necessary functions for existing in the 
world: “—For rightfully,” she states, “Reson sholde rule yow alle, / And Kynde Wit be 
wardeyn youre welthe to kepe” (I.54-5). In other words, the intellect, informed by the 
needs of the soul should guide our daily actions in accordance to what best glorifies God, 
while Kind Wit, what Louise M. Bishop describes as “an amalgam of natural instinct and 
human reason” (194)—the faculty that interprets the sensory information experienced by 
the body—determines what is necessary for bodily survival. In the lady’s reckoning, 
man’s reason first intellectually comprehends truth at a universal and abstract level and 
then charges Kind Wit with the responsibility of representing that truth in material and 
corporeal ways. To say it in another way, the mind rules the body, authority takes 
precedence over experience. 
  The lady continues to instruct Long Will on the fair field’s significance; after she 
has finished, he requests to know her name. She is Holy Church; “thow oughtest me to 
knowe” (I.75), she says, and she continues to offer him instruction of how to best protect 
that “tresor” Truth. Long Will, however, is not satisfied with her tutoring and asks her to 
“kenne me kyndely on Crist to bileve” (I.81), to make him know according to his nature 
  52 
to believe in Christ. Holy Church answers by reiterating doctrine in effort to enlighten 
him; she tells him to proclaim truth and do right according to his estate and profession 
(I.85-104). After several lines he reiterates his plea, “‘Yet have I no kynde knowyng,’ 
quod I, ‘ye mote kenne me bettre / By what craft in my cors it comseth and where’” 
(I.138-9). He wants a natural knowledge, an embodied, experiential knowledge of 
universal Truth, which explains how he, a creature of flesh and blood, has come to know 
it. In reply she scolds him: “‘Thow doted daffe,’ quod she ‘dulle are thi wittes: / To litel 
Latyn thow lernedest, leode, in thi youthe’” (I.140-1). 
 This exchange between Holy Church and Long Will establishes the poem’s 
central tension between claims of authority and experience to produce reliable knowledge 
of truth in a creature who is prone to error and sin. How is an embodied creature to gain 
the knowledge that will end in belief, which is the substance of things hoped for, the 
evidence of things not seen, something that is beyond the body’s capacity to know? Holy 
Church or one of her delegates advocates the Latinate orthodoxies and epistemologies as 
the means for attaining knowledge of ineffable Truth: since truth is abstract, she appeals 
to abstract authority. For Long Will, such a mode of discovery is inadequate because it is 
not adapted to his capacity to understand. Only embodied experience will enable him to 
fully comprehend Truth. In other words, he wants a faith through understanding, which is 
derived of sensible knowledge, that is, human, embodied knowledge. He wants a 
knowledge that is aesthetic. This mode—which he points to in his paradoxical yearning 
to achieve kind knowing (a complex knowledge suited to how Will might gain such 
experience) when the Truth it aims to understand transcends time, place, the senses, and 
the power of the mind—and the vehicles that convey it are the focus of this chapter. The 
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thesis I will argue is that for Langland, the aesthetic is one other and equally valid mode 
of knowing that leads to faith.   
A number of critics have addressed the poem’s focus on and amplification of the 
palpable strain between authority and experience. For instance, in his article on 
Langlandian eschatology, David Aers describes Will’s journey as a search for a 
vernacular and embodied practice of faith, which would accord with Long Will’s 
response to Holy Church. Latin, doctrine, and scientia have not provided him a personal 
knowledge of truth; Will therefore seeks vernacular and experiential modes to inform his 
faith, epitomized in his cry for kind knowing. James Simpson likewise sees Long Will’s 
episodic and frustrating journey toward truth as “produced out of epistemological or 
cognitive limitations” and asserts that Long Will seeks not the knowledge of scientia but 
the affective experience of sapientia, or wisdom (“From Reason to Affective 
Knowledge” 2, 5)31. Yet, while Simpson views Long Will’s journey as elucidating 
established—if overlooked—traditions of the Church, Aers sees it as a critique of the 
Church and her epistemologies and an attempt by Langland to recuperate the “original 
embodied practices” of the sacraments to better serve the laypeople (“Visionary 
Eschatology” 6). For Aers, the Prologue illustrates how  
the Church [has] assimilated to contemporary markets and competition for 
wealth. Biblical exegesis is determined by material interests; simony is 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Simpson, “From Reason to Affective Knowledge: Modes of Thought and Poetic Form 
in Piers Plowman,” Medium Aevum 55 (1986): 1-23, is responding to Mary Carruthers, 
The Search for St. Truth, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973, who claims, 
“Piers Plowman is not basically a moral poem, or a social one, or even an apocalyptic 
one; it is an epistemological poem, a poem about the problem of knowing truly” (10). 
Simpson, while agreeing about the epistemological focus of the poem, complicates 
Carruthers’ reading that it is primarily about “intellectual cognition of God,” pointing to 
sapientia as invoking the “affective tradition of theology” (20n4). 
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pervasive; the sacrament of penance is sold…; and those vowed to follow 
the poor Christ, the friars, have become partisans and confessors of the 
powerful. The Church belongs to a polity figured forth through mice, rats, 
and a predatory cat (the lay sovereign). (5)  
Langland, he observes, is painfully aware of the Church’s corruption, entrenched as it is 
in material concerns and the failure of Latin and scientia to keep it from indulging in 
worldly pleasures. In contrast to this vision of the Church, Langland crafts the figure of 
the lovely lady Holy Church who possesses “wise wordes” (I.72), yet is baffled by those 
she attempts to lead to salvation: 
Lamenting people’s total absorption into the ‘maze’ and offering a 
powerful vision of nature and human fulfillment shaped by the Trinity and 
the Incarnation, she rejects any antithesizing of recto ratio and fides, of 
nature and grace, of individual and common good, of our natural and 
supernatural ends. Her puzzlement is that baptized Christians are 
apparently unable to recognize her… [and her expression of truth]. (5-6)  
In the end, Aers notes, despite Holy Church’s great knowledge, she remains puzzled by 
the ignorance of the people and their desire to separate the inseparable, and she abandons 
Long Will to his own devices as he searches for a means to know Truth kindly. The 
Church thus fails its followers by setting knowledge of truth apart from its laypeople both 
linguistically, by expressing its scientia in difficult and impersonal Latin, and socially, in 
the form of a clergy so implicated in this world, it cannot authoritatively mediate its 
knowledge to those in it. In other words, the Church has become worldly, but instead of 
making it a fit mediator of knowledge to those of the world, its involvement has alienated 
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the Church as an authority. In this reading, Aers casts in social terms the epistemological 
paradox that Long Will articulates in his desire to possess the knowledge leading to faith, 
which is ultimately beyond reason. At both levels, social and epistemological, this is the 
paradox Langland seeks to remedy. 
 Louise Bishop also sees in Piers Plowman evidence of Langland’s critique of the 
Church and her clergy; she notes the poet’s awareness of “the way God’s earthly 
representatives, the clergy, sometimes abuse the call [of their vocation]” (195). Indeed, 
she claims that “Langland’s invective against the clergy motivates narrative events, such 
as the trial of Lady Meed in the first dream (Passus 2-4)” (196). Like Aers and Simpson, 
Bishop recognizes Langland’s focus on the vernacular and affective modes of faith; to 
her, however, “Langland wants to subvert the extant hierarchy while at the same time 
underline the legitimacy of his own ‘vocation’ as poet, and to identify the called with 
something new, a divinely-called preacher-plowman, and a divinely-called poet-cleric-
narrator whose poem is his sign” (199). Piers Plowman is Langland’s defense of his 
poetic craft and an assertion of poetic authority. 
 Bishop locates Langland’s vindication of the poet as authority in the character of 
Kind Wit:  
For Langland, the agent of the call [to labor], the voice of God, is Kind 
Wit. Kind Wit … negotiates the distance between the heavenly and the 
earthly by an internal mechanism of ‘knowing.’ The distance between the 
heavenly and the earthly is the operating room of Piers Plowman, and of 
Kind Wit: this formula suits the dream vision genre itself, as dreams 
operate in an intermediate space between the conscious and unconscious. 
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As such, Kind Wit, identified with the voice of God, establishes through 
an internal call all occupations, estates and labors. Langland uses God’s 
voice to establish the propriety of not only clerical labor, but of all earthly 
labors through the agency of Kind Wit. (194) 
More than Holy Church will admit, Kind Wit is a bodily mediator for registering God’s 
ineffable Word, Truth, which it translates into a knowledge that body and soul both play 
a part in generating. As Bishop indicates, there is an intimate connection between the 
kind knowing of Truth Langland wishes to possess and the Kind Wit Holy Church 
consigned to Reason. The connection resides in the word “kind.” Indicating the nature of 
something, kind here establishes Wit as native to the body, combining the senses and 
instinct with abstract ideas, the essences of things; knowing likewise is an embodied and 
natural understanding of the things inside and outside oneself.  
Like Bishop, I see in Kind Wit a figure critical to elucidating Langland’s poetic 
project, particularly in respect to the operations and functions of kind knowing as he 
defines them through Long Will’s journey. Where Bishop shows how Kind Wit figures 
and justifies the poet’s labor, I find a parallel application that speaks to the reader’s labor 
to know and discern the Truth of the poet’s words and affective modes. With Long Will 
as his surrogate, Kind Wit transforms the reader into an interpreter of the aesthetic, that 
middle ground between sensible particular and abstract idea, which is itself, in 
Langland’s reckoning, the ground on which God’s creatures come to know His truth. For 
Langland, I argue, aesthetic experience conveyed by vernacular and poetic modes creates 
kind knowing, a knowing that is sensory and intellective. Another way to say this is that 
in defending his vocation as a poet, Langland also asserts that the aesthetic is the 
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discursive epistemology best suited to represent and convey the complexity of Truth as 
humans must necessarily perceive it. Though, according to the Scholastics, the object of 
knowledge, Truth or God, is simple, as is His knowledge, for human beings knowing is 
complex and mediated through our senses; hence the need for a mode of knowledge that 
can address and represent the oppositions and seeming incongruities the embodied soul 
encounters in its efforts to grasp Truth. As I will show, Langland embraces the aesthetic 
by means of the equally complex poetic figure of allegory and its simultaneously 
problematic and productive interplay with irony. In fact, it is the aesthetics of allegory 
that prompt our interrogation of the value of aesthetic experience throughout the poem. 
Telling versus Showing: Holy Church and Allegorical Instruction 
To understand how Langland makes allegory, complicated by irony, a sign of the 
complex nature of kind knowing, we must return to the fair field and Long Will’s 
conversation with Holy Church. At the point in the Prologue where we might expect 
Long Will to provide a brief reflection on what he thinks the significance of his vision 
might be, he hastily sidesteps the responsibility: “—What this meteles bemeneth, ye men 
that be merye, / Devine ye, for I ne dar, bi dere God in Hevene” (Prologue.209-10). This 
moment is characteristic of Long Will’s (and the poem’s) refusal to directly state a 
univocal expression of the significance of what he has experienced; his refusal implies 
there may not be a single, authoritative meaning, at least one that that can be expressed 
fully in the language, figures, or modes of human discourse. Yet only 21 lines later, at the 
beginning of Passus I, he claims, “What this mountaigne bymeneth and the merke dale / 
And the feld ful of folk, I shal yow faire shewe” (I.1-2), and he gestures toward Holy 
Church’s imminent instruction. What Long Will believes is the difference between 
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interpreting and showing, both of which are expressed in the poem through letter and 
text, is a question to which we will return after we have considered Holy Church’s full 
instruction. Even so, it is worth noting now the differences between the two statements. 
In the first Long Will refuses to interpret the meaning of his vision, while in the second 
he promises interpretation of the figures on the field. In the first he refuses to be cast as 
an interpretive authority, in the second he attributes mere descriptive capacity to himself 
and interpretive authority to Holy Church. Located in this difference, exemplified by the 
conversation between Holy Church and Long Will, is Langland’s demonstration of the 
aesthetic’s capacity to signal truth, that is, to provide kind knowing. 
So let us consider again Holy Church’s first words to Long Will. When she 
locates Truth in the tower, a distant figure separated from man, she reminds us that he 
“wolde that ye wroughte as his word techeth” (I.13). This “word” is God’s ineffable 
Word, the comprehension of which, as established, poses a problem for us because our 
access to it is limited32. Holy Church then asserts how we can act “as …he techeth”: the 
father of faith, “formed yow alle / Bothe with fel and with face, and yaf yow fyve wittes / 
For to worshipe hym therwith while that ye ben here” (I.14-16). We are to worship God 
with and by means of our bodies. In this formulation, the body serves only that purpose; 
we must take on faith the existence and sovereignty of a Truth beyond the capacity of our 
eyes to see and our ears to hear. Reason guides us in gaining this knowing, and Kind Wit 
interprets that knowledge in the physical and temporal world, because, as Holy Church 
observes, the body is of the world and cannot be trusted on its own to direct itself to 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 It is also the Incarnated Christ, who enables kind knowing of God’s truth and 
authorizes the aesthetic as a mode of knowing it. However, Long Will does not yet 
perceive this, though he will with the Harrowing of Hell episode that I consider later in 
this chapter. 
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God’s worship over the indulgence of its own carnal desires. According to the 
theologians, while the soul might desire to achieve union with God, in whose likeness it 
was made, the body in which it is encased seeks immersion in the world regardless of the 
damage it causes the soul. 
This is knowledge that Long Will should already possess; when he asks for Holy 
Church’s identity, she responds, “I underfeng thee first and the feith taughte. / Thow 
broughtest me borwes my biddyng to fulfille, / And to loven me leelly the while thi lif 
dureth” (I.76-8). She was his first friend and taught him the faith, and to her he made 
pledges (at baptism) to love and be guided by her. In other words, Long Will is already 
an established Christian. Still, Holy Church’s language possesses an affective quality, 
drawing on terms from love poetry: for instance, “borwes,” gifts given to the ladylove in 
anticipation of returned pleasure, and, of course, “leelly,” or faithful love. Holy Church 
means the love of agape, beyond eros, but Long Will insists that to reach agape one must 
pass first through eros. Even though Holy Church appears to gesture toward that sense, 
by framing agape in the terms of the lesser eros, Long Will continues to have trouble 
appreciating Holy Church’s instruction; she therefore rephrases: 
Forthi I seye, as I seyde er, by sighte of thise textes— 
Whan alle tresors arn tried, Truthe is the beste. 
Lereth it th[u]s lewed men, for lettred it knoweth— 
That Treuthe is tresor the trieste on erthe. (I.134-7) 
It is from the sense of “thise textes,” the “Holy Writ” (I.130) of Scriptura and Gospel, 
that we comprehend truth and place our faith in it. Here, we see writing authorized as a 
vehicle toward that faith; the ink on paper provokes images in the mind of a reader or 
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hearer, translating material and particular into immaterial and universal. This is what the 
learned and lettered men know and how they approach knowledge of Truth and how they 
seek to inspire a faithful knowledge in the Church’s lay members. Even so, Long Will 
insists that he cannot easily recognize Truth in the “textes” of the world or know what 
they mean: “‘Yet have I no kynde knowyng,’ quod I, ‘yet mote kenne me bettre / By 
what craft in my cors it comseth, and where’” (I.138-9). Another way to understand this 
is that he does not know how to read: he fails to read the figures as figures that allow him 
to understand what “tresor” means; he does not know how it comes to mean something 
apart from its sounds, letters, and literal sense. 
 Long Will seeks to corroborate Truth with an experiential knowledge, a personal 
understanding of how and where (“By what craft in my cors”) into his body truth has 
gained entrance and settled in his soul; he needs to be certain as well that it is Truth and 
not Sin. In his resolve to acquire a kindly knowing, he distinguishes between a 
knowledge attained by authoritative lecture (deductive) and that gained through 
experience (inductive), the active, sensual engagement with Truth that will allow him to 
know it personally and intimately. In other words, he wants to know Truth as it always 
and already abides in his soul; the Word that is in no language and is the conclusion of 
every deduction. This material-to-abstract experience is kind knowing, and it is 
problematic because, in Long Will’s formulation, familiarity, materiality, and experience 
seem to bear greater weight of meaning than the abstract Truth he seeks to comprehend  
Understandably, Long Will’s insistent request serves as the source of Holy 
Church’s frustration with him, largely because she is providing him experiential 
epistemologies that are already substantiated by authority. Her testy response to Long 
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Will contains everything he needs to know in his quest and answers his demand, if he 
could but recognize it: 
“Thow doted daffe,” quod she “dulle are thi wittes. 
To litel Latyn thow lernedest, leode, in thi youthe: 
Heu michi quia sterilem duxi vitam iuvenilem!33 
It is a kynde knowynge that kenneth in thyn herte 
For to loven thi Lord lever than thiselve, 
No dedly synne to do, deye theigh thow sholdest— 
This I trowe be truthe: who kan teche thee bettre, 
Loke thow suffre hym to seye, and sithen lere it after; 
For thus witnesseth his word: worche thow therafter.” (I.140-148) 
First, ineffable Truth is figured in Latin, albeit dimly; experiencing the word of Scriptura 
mobilizes body and intellect together to recognize the Word to which it points. Second, 
natural love in man and woman’s heart creates a kind knowing of a truth with which we 
are already born; truth is an innate principle as is the love that allows us to experience 
truth kindly. The work that we must perform after our birth allows us to experience and 
thus know the already-existing truth, which Love has implanted in our hearts. In this way, 
Holy Church incorporates Long Will’s understanding of kind knowing as experiential 
into the doctrinal schema of knowing truth.  
In other words, Holy Church claims that if Long Will knew better the way the 
language of Scriptura, of sacred learning, works, his wits could recognize the analogy 
between word and love and thus possess kind knowing. She even gives an example: the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Alas, I repine for a barren youth was mine. 
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Latin phrase she references exemplifies kind knowing in that it is an expression of 
personal experience, though not his own, from which Long Will can learn. From her 
perspective of a Latin textual philosophical system, certainly, her assertion that Latin is 
the chief instrument through which we may affectively experience God’s love has merit: 
indeed, she is claiming that Latin evokes an authorized aesthetic experience. In this way, 
Holy Church reverses the proportionality of Long Will’s definition that prioritizes his 
desires for particular and personal knowledge by favoring the abstract and transcendent, 
which she identifies with doctrine. Here, Holy Church recuperates the balance of power 
of authority to experience in kind knowing that Long Will’s definition threatens to 
dismantle. This scene serves as a stepping-stone to scriptural allegory: we are not yet at 
the point of seeing the unseen truth of allegorical expression; we are being instructed to 
look beyond the letter of our senses and knowledge, and to do so retrospectively in a 
memorial judgment on the unproductiveness of life led in youth. In the next scene, Holy 
Church provides the scriptural allegory that will embody her instruction and allow us to 
move past the material to the immaterial Truth. 
Holy Church develops her defense of authority by elaborating for Long Will the 
source whereby that productive analogy of word and love—that is, a kind knowing of 
truth—can be accessed by one’s wit: the Gospels. There, one can find the most 
authoritative aesthetic experience: Christ’s Incarnation: 
For Truthe telleth that love is triacle of hevene. 
May no synne be on hym seene that that spice useth. 
And alle his werkes he wroughte with love as hym liste, 
And lered it Moyses for the leveste thyng and moost lik to hevene, 
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And also the plante of pees, moost precious of vertues: 
For hevene myghte nat holden it, so was it hevy of hymself, 
Til it hadde of the erthe eten his fille. 
And whan it hadde of this fold flessh and blood taken, 
Was nevere leef upon lynde lighter therafter, 
And portatif and persaunt as the point of a nedle 
That myghte non armure it lette ne none heighe walles. 
Forthi is love ledere of the Lordes folke of hevene, 
And a meene, as the mair is, bitwene the kyng and the commune; 
Right so is love a ledere and the lawe shapeth: 
Upon man for his mysdedes the mercyment he taxeth. 
And for to knowen it kyndely—it comseth by myght, 
And in the herte, there is the heed and the heighe welle. 
For in kynde knowynge in herte ther [coms]eth a myght— 
And that falleth to the Fader that formed us alle, 
Loked on us with love and leet his sone dye 
Mekely for oure mysdedes, to amenden us alle.” (I.148-68)34 
Holy Church’s dense explanation focuses on the central metaphor of Christianity: Christ 
as the mediator between man and the divine, who has “flesh and blode taken” to become 
like man. In fact, as R. A. Waldron has noted, Christ, the Word made Flesh, becomes 
through “his experience of human nature” “kynde” with man. Piers the Plowman, he 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 It is interesting that in this passage, Langland avoids mention of Mary. While he argues 
that bodily knowledge moves us to a greater comprehension of truth, here he passes over 
the body by which which Christ takes on flesh. Of course, Langland frames this passage 
in the voice of Holy Church; even still, it is odd that Mary is occluded in this description.  
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notes, will later claim (VI.207-8) that “all men are blood brothers by virtue of the blood 
of Christ” (73). In taking on the flesh and blood of humanity, Christ provides to us an 
alternative to the world, which our bodies, at our souls’ peril, seek because they are like 
the world; now we are also like Christ. Christ connects the unlike, the material and the 
immaterial, the sign and the ineffable, and so provides the means for us to understand 
how to subordinate the body and experience to immaterial authority.  
The imagery and metaphor employed in this passage simultaneously affirm both 
doctrine and Long Will’s desire for kind knowing. Love as “triacle” and “spice” that 
“May no synne be on him seene”—admit no sight of sin—emphasizes the appeal to the 
material senses of taste and sight in the experience of Christ’s love. In turn, Holy 
Church’s reference to Moses, invoking the experiential knowledge of God’s love that can 
be gleaned from the historical narrative of another individual, a knowledge that can 
appeal to both the individual and collective, places individual desires into dialogue with 
communal needs, personal application with impersonal; in this she dislodges Long Will’s 
complaint that Latin is inaccessible because general and textual35. The recourse of “plante 
of pees, moost precious of vertues” to metaphor once more seals the double valences of 
the materiality (“plante”) and abstraction (“pees”) of love that Holy Church’s instruction 
supports. Finally, with the trope of pondus amoris describing Christ’s incarnation, Holy 
Church’s emphasis on transcendence of material toward the immaterial and universal 
finds its ultimate expression: Christ’s body becomes the material holder for a love so 
heavy it is drawn to earth, only to overcome the gravity of not only Christ’s particular 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 The reference to Moses anticipates the tearing of the pardon later in the poem. More 
importantly, it establishes how to read figurally by reminding us that in Christian doctrine 
the Hebrew Scriptures foreshadow the Gospels: the Old Testament anticipates and is 
completed by the New Testament. 
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body but all human flesh. It is a paradox, in which the standing valences of the terms are 
pulled inside out, and the paradox itself becomes the sign of the Incarnation: by signaling 
its own figuration it demonstrates that it is a fit (aesthetic) expression of the Incarnation.  
This love also allows man to transcend social stations and mediate between 
individual and community, as a “mene as the maire is bitwene the kyng and the 
commune.” As Holy Church demonstrates, kind knowing is available in the 
literal/figurative person of Christ, who is refigured repeatedly and authoritatively in 
sacred language and literature. Like Christ, these authoritative modes can recreate the 
expression of God’s love in the life of Christ and so grant us, the readers, knowledge of 
Truth. Body, individuality, and experience are preserved even as they are transcended to 
achieve the realization of spirit, community, and truth.  
Nonetheless, at the same time Holy Church advances her argument, she addresses 
Long Will not in Latin but in his vernacular. Arguably, as Lady Philosophy does for 
Boethius, Holy Church has adapted her discourse to the capacity of her audience to 
understand. Indeed, earlier she has established that Long Will is that “doted daffe” who 
does not know his Latin; thus this adjustment is necessary. Yet I believe this disjunction 
between what she says and how she says it to be irresistibly ironic as well. Holy Church 
has proclaimed the truth, but in a proof whose form subverts its conclusion. Not only has 
she spoken in the vernacular, she has poetically elaborated on the original image and 
metaphor of the Incarnation. She has, as the poetic handbooks instruct, transsumed the 
original (and divine) material so that Long Will can perceive its content anew: she relies 
on poetic analogy to create an arguably more accessible knowledge of truth. Here it is 
that we first recognize the complex interplay of allegory and irony in Piers Plowman. A 
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personification herself, Holy Church knows what she is doing: she presents absolute truth 
in contraries; she is an allegorical figure whose ironic display of Truth matches Long 
Will’s capacity to know truth only as contraries. Or rather, she translates the field for us, 
and in her conversation with Long Will she translates Long Will and his desire for kind 
knowing. Ultimately, the irony that arises from the allegorical lesson matches our 
capacity to know.  
To elaborate, Holy Church’s character is allegorical (as is the vision in which she 
appears), certainly, in what she says, but her behavior functions in direct, ironic, 
contradiction. In fact, she exemplifies Gordon Teskey’s analysis of the inevitable 
appearance of irony as a moment of “capture” that unmasks the “violence” of allegory. 
Specifically, he argues, personified figures aid allegory in its objective to mask the 
violence of subsuming the “negative” literal narrative to the “positive” figurative 
meaning by distracting us from that narrative. Yet, allegory’s violence is exposed by 
ironic figures of “capture” that will not let the reader transcend the complexity of 
narrative for the simplified and unified idea. He concludes, “The figure of capture directs 
our attention to the region of struggle and growth, the forest of life, which the cosmos is 
always attempting to enclose. Personification and capture thus stand on either side of the 
rift, marking the extremes between which the rhetorical possibilities of allegory are 
found” (29-30). By Langland’s craft, Holy Church is herself representative of the enigma 
of God’s truth and the necessary complexity of human knowledge in approaching it: a 
personification that creates the figure of capture that undermines her positions. Authority 
and experience are once more positioned in rhetorical equivalence through allegory and 
  67 
irony; the literal narrative is realized to be essential to grasping the universal truth toward 
which it points. 
In other words, Holy Church’s allegorical and ironic instruction represents both 
the rightness of her assertions and their circumscribed quality. She must reference the 
world even as she points to an absolute truth that absorbs and denatures all experience in 
it. Likewise, Long Will, our surrogate, is both allegorical and ironic: he is everyman who 
seeks knowledge of Truth and yet who fails to translate in the way necessary to achieve 
the very kind knowing he desires. He needs a life-lesson in reading. Meanwhile, that 
translation falls to us: we the readers must discern what is allegory and what is irony: we 
return again and again to the literal statements and figures, the material expression, and 
move outward again and again to the immaterial meaning, judging and weighing and 
reshaping. For example, do the sensory descriptors “triacle” and “spice” that modify love 
really move us to comprehend transcendent agape—if so, how—or do they urge us to 
prioritize and remain fixated on our physical experiences of eros? Perhaps it is a matter 
of both at once, if that is possible. More so, can we reconcile Holy Church’s surprisingly 
unorthodox expression with her entirely orthodox message, or is her expression the 
message itself? In either case, is her authority or the truth she expresses diminished or 
enhanced? In taking into account simultaneously all of the passage’s opposing details, we 
begin to form a broader and more universal but embodied appreciation of the abstract 
truth Holy Church seeks to express and Long Will, to know. The translation we enact is 
particular to ourselves and our own practices of reading and re-reading, and this is the 
central point of Langland’s argument: by taking on material traditionally expressed in 
Latin and more abstract terms, vernacular imaginative literature provides us the necessary 
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experience of truth that allows us to better comprehend its abstraction, paradoxically, 
personally. 
Thus, recognizing our role in the process of making meaning and uncovering truth 
helps us understand that Long Will’s initial refusal and subsequent assertion of 
interpretative power functions to foreshadow the poem’s interplay of allegory and irony 
as well as establish its underlying apology. When Long Will denies the ability to interpret 
the vision, he states he will not tell us what it “bymeneth”; that we must “devyne” for 
ourselves. In short, he is telling us that he refuses to say the field has one and only one 
meaning; he places the burden of determining significance on us. Yet as he introduces to 
us Holy Church, he declares he will “shewe,” engage our senses and intellect at once, the 
vision’s meaning, ironically through the authoritative figure of Holy Church. In showing 
the figure of Lady Church’s instruction, he enacts a sort of translation necessary to kind 
knowing, though he ultimately refuses to translate that figure into meaning for himself. It 
is given to us to translate, both Holy Church’s meaning and how Long Will has figured it 
as well as why Long Will has not found satisfaction in it. This is how we begin to achieve 
kind knowing. 
Wit’s Allegory and the Kind Knowing of Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest 
 We may achieve a better sense of kind knowing of Truth in this first passus, yet 
we continue along the allegorical journey with Long Will through several more 
epistemological tests that serve further to enrich kind knowing and our understanding of 
the vernacular aesthetic as a privileged discursive epistemology. The next point in his 
journey on which I wish to concentrate begins in Passus VIII, but it is worth mentioning 
the incidents that occur in between to contextualize Long Will’s continued but revised 
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plea for kind knowing. As Holy Church leaves Long Will to continue his search on his 
own, she advises him, “Fides sine operibus mortua est” (I.188): faith without works is 
dead. He responds: 
Yet I courbed on my knees and cried hire of grace, 
And seide, “Mercy, madame, for Marie love of hevene, 
That bar that blisful barn that boughte us on the Rode, 
Kenne me by som craft to knowe the false.” (II.1-4) 
In his renewed plea for kind knowing, he seeks the ability to distinguish the true from the 
false, that is, to know what works will feed his faith and, more broadly, how two 
seemingly opposing notions, works and faith, fulfill one another. Holy Church obliges 
him by pointing to the example of Meed (II.20-51). However, this time she does not 
linger, but leaves Long Will to discover her meaning as he slips into another dream. In 
this dream within a dream, he witnesses how Truth is interpreted and enacted through 
struggle and dialogue by the body politic. Kind Wit is also invoked throughout the next 
several passus, corroborating Holy Church’s assertion that he operate according to 
Reason’s dictates (III.284-5, IV.157-60, V.537-41, VI.247-9). Notably, in the vision of 
Meed, Wisdom (affective knowledge) and Wit (instinctual knowledge based on sensory 
experience, subordinate to Kind Wit and functioning as, Bishop describes, its “vehicle,” 
along with Thought and Imagination [196])—knowledge and agent of the body, 
respectively—are seduced by the promise of Meed’s worldly diversions and attempt to 
bribe the King “with catel, if they mygthe” (IV.76-82). In this socially and politically 
oriented morality tale, Long Will is again instructed not to trust the body or the modes 
that speak to it first and to reason last. 
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 When we reach Passus VIII, Long Will has awakened and begun to search for 
Do-Well, Do-Better, and Do-Best; he longs to know where they abide and how they 
might aid him to perform the works that inform faith. He debates the instruction of the 
Franciscans until Thought intervenes, to whom Long Will complains, “Ac yete savoreth 
me noght thi seying, so me Crist help! / For more kynde knowynge I coveite to lerne— / 
How Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest doon among the peple” (VIII.110-13). Again, he does 
not “savor” their talk, which highlights his desire for sensory knowledge and pleasure. He 
wants to translate what they have said into the life he and his kind live. In addition, he 
“covets” more knowledge; the word carries overtones of bodily desire, even sexual 
desire. Will desires to know the way the body desires to satisfy its carnal appetites. 
Thought replies: “‘But Wit konne wisse the,’ quod Thought, ‘where tho thre dwelle; / 
Ellis [n]oot I noon that kan, that now is alyve’” (VIII.115-6); only Wit can guide Will to 
Do-Well. Thought prompts him to turn inward to an interrogation of the faculties of his 
own body for this knowledge of these three “Dos.”  
Passus IX thus begins with Wit’s description of where Long Will might find Do-
Well, Do-Better, and Do-Best and what their occupations might be: 
“Sire Dowel dwelleth,” quod Wit, “noght a day hennes 
In a castel that Kynde made of foure kynnes thynges. 
Of erthe and eyr is it maad, medled togideres, 
With wynd and with water wittily enjoyned. 
Kynde hath closed therinne craftily withalle 
A lemman that he loveth lik to hymselve. 
Anima she hatte; [to hir hath envye]  
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A proude prikere of Fraunce, Princeps huius mundi36, 
And wolde wynne hire awey with wiles and he myghte. 
Ac Kynde knoweth this wel and kepeth hire the bettre, 
And hath doon hire with Sire Dowel, Duc of thise marches. 
Dobet is hire damyselle, Sire Doweles doughter, 
To serven this lady leelly bothe late and rathe. 
Dobest is above bothe, a bisshopes peere; 
That he bit moot be do—he [bidd]eth hem alle. 
[By his leryng] is lad [that lady Anima]. 
Ac the Constable of that castel, that kepeth [hem alle], 
Is a wis knyght withal—Sire Inwit he hatte, 
And hath fyve faire sones by his firste wyve: 
Sire Se-wel, and Sey-wel, and Here-wel the hende, 
Sire Werch-wel-wyth-thyn-hande, a wight man of strengthe, 
And Sire Godefray Go-wel—grete lordes [alle]. 
Thise [sixe] ben set to save this lady Anima 
Tyl Kynde come or sende to kepen hire hymselve.” (IX.1-24) 
The personified character of Wit provides a figural explanation that casts in human form 
the abstract qualities of the psyche, the three iterations of “Do,” and the five sense 
capacities of the body. Meanwhile, the human body itself is cast as fortress. Wit’s figural 
explanation to Long Will is in contrast to the instruction he has already received from 
Thought on the matter, which in its general terms seems to address everyman.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 the prince of this world 
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For example, Thought explains that Do-Well occurs in 
Whoso is trewe of his tunge and of his two handes, 
And thorugh his labour or thorugh his land his liflode wynneth, 
And is trusty of his tailende, taketh but his owne,  
And is noght dronkelewe ne dedeygnous… (VIII.81-4) 
In Thought’s description, Long Will is given a prescription for recognizing Do-Well in 
honest and careful words and work. In turn, Wit characterizes Do-Well as a duke 
protecting the castle from intruders; how Long Will is to see himself in such a role is 
difficult to see. At least, the generality of Thought’s description allows Long Will the 
possibility of seeing himself in the “Whoso.” Continuing in this manner, Thought next 
describes Do-Better,  
…as lowe as a lomb and lovelich of speche,  
And helpeth alle men after that hem nedeth.  
…  
And is ronne into Religion, and hath rendred the Bible,  
And precheth to the peple Seint Poules wordes— 
Libenter suffertis insipientes, cum sitis ipsi sapientes: 
[Ye wise] suffreth the unwise with yow to libbe 
And with glad wille dooth hem good, for so God yow hoteth. (VIII.86-95) 
Thought explicitly associates Do-Better with religion; his attitude is humble, he is helpful 
in any circumstance, and he faithfully preaches Scriptura in a pleasing manner. Where 
words and work are generalized in the work of Do-Well, here they are more directed. 
Truth of tongue becomes lovely speech that runs to religion, renders Scripture, and 
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preaches St. Paul’s words. In effect, Do-Well has been translated into Do-Better. 
Moreover, if Long Will, as Bishop notes, is attempting to justify his poetic vocation as a 
complement to the priestly, then Thought’s description of Do-Better is once more 
specifically applicable to him: he must teach, and beautifully. Meanwhile, Wit 
characterizes Do-Better as a noblewoman who serves her lady Anima within the body. 
Once more, it is difficult to see how Long Will might see himself in such a role. Finally, 
Thought describes Do-Best as 
…above bothe and bereth a bisshopes cro[c]e; 
Is hoked on that oon ende to halie men fro helle. 
A pik is on that potent, to pulte adown the wikked 
That waiten any wikkednesse Dowel to tene. (VIII.96-99) 
Thought continues to explain how Do-Well and Do-Better have made Do-Best their king, 
“to kepen hem alle / And rule the reme by [rede of hire] wittes” (VIII.106-7)37. Do-Best, 
then, makes judgments between good and evil, true and false, supported by Do-Well and 
Do-Better working as they ought: he is both bishop and king at once. Here Wit accords 
with Thought, calling Do-Best “a bisshopes peere” in charge of the fortress of the body 
and all the faculties therein. 
 In the contrast between Thought and Wit’s explanations we see opposing answers 
to Long Will’s question “How Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest doon among the peple”; and/or 
we see a translation in which both texts—that of Thought and that of Wit—are originals 
(renderings) and both are themselves a translation of the Word. Thought presents to Long 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 The language here is chivalric and draws on estates vocabulary: we see Do-Best 
bearing the bishop’s standard, the cross; he is their liege lord, in the language of the 
second estate, even as he guides them as a member of the first estate. 
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Will the “Dos” as iterations of faithful works for one whose labor is to speak, or write. As 
one shifts from Do-Well, to Better, to Best, the burden to speak/write in a valuable 
manner increases as does authority. For instance, one who operates under Do-Well need 
concentrate only on speaking “trewe”; under Do-Better, “lowe” yet “lovelich” and in the 
manner of “Seint Poules,” invoking Latin and Scripture; under Do-Best, “bede for hem” 
(VIII.104), pray for them mercy and speak just rulings guided by Do-Well and Do-Better 
to keep men from sin. The poet who can assume the work of all three is one who 
possesses immense authority. In turn, Wit describes to Long Will how the reader might 
know how the “Dos” work within him or her to fortify faith and approach Truth, that is, 
the body’s interior operations of performing the operations that will culminate in faith. 
Thus, where Thought explains how the works operate communally as speech—how 
individuals entering into association with other individuals—Wit explains how they aid 
each person by means of bodily sensation and reason in gaining kind knowing. This 
separation by the allegorical characters of inner and outer workings is again irresistibly 
ironic: neither provides an explanation complex enough to account for faith and works 
together; their partiality is the mirror image of the union of works and faith Holy Church 
has said is essential but of which humans remain stubbornly ignorant. Together, however, 
the opposing explanations offer Long Will the kind knowing he seeks, though he still 
fails to comprehend it. Once again, we readers are called to perform the translational 
work that Long Will refuses; we are the ones who engage the aesthetic by comprehending 
both material and immaterial, by means of which we come to recognize the universal 
Truth to which Thought and Wit and Long Will can only point.  
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This interplay of irony and allegory and the aesthetic translation we must engage 
as readers is further compounded in Wit’s figural explanation. Specifically, we see in 
Wit’s explanation a translation of Thought’s description into its opposite: from the labor 
of the poet to that of the reader. This is highlighted by Wit’s use of the poetic discourse 
of vernacular romance—a “lovelich” speech. This discourse appeals to the carnal by 
focusing on the material concerns of the second estate, and it is used both to affirm and 
complicate Thought’s advice to the poet. For example, in Wit’s explanation, playing on 
the metaphor of the body as the soul’s house, the body is transformed into a fortress, the 
edifice of the nobility. The description recalls the fortress that will admit or rebuff the 
lover’s access to the Rose in the Roman de la Rose, associating it with concerns and 
indulgence of sensuality and sexual desire; it also recalls Lady Philosophy’s description 
in De consolatione philosophiae of the fortress into which Reason retreats when 
besieged, associating it with the philosophical and theological traditions that attempt to 
reduce the body to a mere shell that holds the guiding spirit. Wit’s description draws on 
literary references that frame the body at once as an impediment to or source of love and 
a safe house for the rational soul. The referential irony of this figure both affirms and 
undercuts Thought’s conception of the body as a means to an end, that is, the vehicle for 
expressing the soul’s faith, an act of love. 
These opposing traditions—courtly romance and philosophical theology—carry 
through as Wit describes the faculties of the body. Wit explains that the body-fortress 
protects the spirit, personified as Lady Anima, a delicate and vulnerable noblewoman 
whom the devil, presented as a rogue French knight, seeks to seduce; once again the 
carnal appetites of immaterial beings are emphasized. Moreover, Lady Anima resides in 
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the castle for her own protection at Lord Kind’s behest while he (as Nature, God’s vicar 
on earth) is separated from her, campaigning and adventuring to protect his kingdom. 
That Wit figures Kind as masculine is a surprise, considering Nature is always identified 
as feminine. However, in the discourse of romance, the lady requires a lord to protect her; 
hence the shift in gender38. Nature, as the name Wit has given it denotes—Kind, is best 
suited to this-worldly protection since it is most like the fortress of the body that protects 
Lady Anima. The body is of the same material as is Kind; in fact, Kind is its ruler in the 
material world. This seems to be at odds with what we have been told about the body; 
that Reason (informed by the soul’s desire for God) should rule it. Here Nature is 
positioned as a surrogate of God, but perhaps also, because of the switch in gender, as a 
usurper. In making Kind the lord over Lady Anima, the intellect seems to become 
subordinate to corporeal sensation, just as a lady or wife is subject to her lord or 
husband39.  
Wit continues on, describing the “Do”-figures and five senses who serve to 
support the central relationship between Lady Anima and Lord Kind. The behaviors Long 
Will seeks to know, Do-Well, Better, and Best, are cast as protectors, companions and 
servants to Lady Anima; their virtue and purpose depend on their action, underlying 
which are the expectations connected to their status. Do-Well becomes a duke guarding 
the territory in which Lady Anima has sought shelter; he stands for the vigorous 
masculinity that is acts to defend but which keeps him at a distance from Lady Anima. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38 Here, with Lady Anima, we pick up the absence of Mary in Holy Church’s description 
of the Incarnation. 
 
39 It appears that a distinction between Natura naturans vs. natura naturata underlies this 
relationship. It is the fallen version of male and female. 
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Do-Better is cast as a noblewoman who ministers to Lady Anima’s everyday needs, a 
close companion who provides the soft comfort and mundane intimacy expected of 
femininity. Do-Best takes on the role of most authority in relation to Lady Anima: he is 
the peer of a bishop, thus invested with all the power of that office and gender. He 
ministers to and protects Lady Anima’s spiritual well-being, directing and instructing 
Lady Anima’s entire worldview and, consequentially, her beliefs and actions. 
 Notably, in this figure, only the masculine figures possess agency, and we (and 
Long Will) come to understand the functions of Do-Well, -Better, and -Best through the 
attribution of that agency. Lady Anima seems to possess no discernible agency beyond an 
assumed desire to be with her Lord; thus, she remains under the protection of those who 
do possess a capacity for active will. Do-Well and Do-Best operate as the defensive and 
offensive planning, respectively, in the campaign to protect Lady Anima from the 
“proude prikere of Fraunce.” Their roles represent appropriately the hierarchy of such 
protection: Do-Well is a Duke; Do-Best per his exalted rank, stands in for Lord Kynde, 
guiding Lady Anima’s conduct40. This theme of masculine agency is reinforced by the 
figures of Inwit and his five fair sons, Sirs See-Well, Say-Well, Hear-Well, Work-Well-
With-Thine-Hand, and Godfrey Go-Well. They mediate to Lady Anima the outside world 
and, in turn, mediate Anima to the outside world. Sirs See-Well and Hear-Well take in 
and evaluate visual and auditory information; they mediate the translation of sensation 
into knowledge for Lady Anima; Sirs Say-Well, Work-Well-With-Thine-Hand, and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 Do-Well and Do-Best are both high ranking in their realms; neither, though, is supreme 
even in his own realm. In a Boethian framework, each higher agency would absorb the 
characteristics and powers of the lower. This does not seem to happen in this figure: Do-
Well and Do-Best are equals, and Do-Best does not appear to absorb Do-Well’s qualities.  
Perhaps that lack of subordination speaks to Langland’s expression of contraries in 
resolution to figure the fullness of truth. 
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Godfrey Go-Well translate this knowledge into works, into action. In Wit’s figure, the 
senses appear to exist for the purpose of protecting Lady Anima and reflecting through 
Lady Anima her devotion to Truth; they exist to provide one mechanism in which kind 
knowing leads to works of faith.  
However, these figures recall the scene in chapter three of the Roman de la Rose 
where Jealousy imprisons the Rose and Fair Welcome and sets her friends to guarding the 
castle so the lover may not enter. As Jealousy has done to the Rose, Kind has secured 
Lady Anima in the castle, not to be removed for fear she will be united with the unworthy 
lover, in this case, the “proude prikere.” In the narrative of the Roman de la Rose, the 
expectation is in the favor of the lover-narrator: the castle will be breached ultimately, the 
protectors overcome, by the once unworthy lover, now made worthy by his suffering and 
long quest. Certainly, to reunite the lovers is the imperative of romance. Thus, ironically, 
though we recognize the “proude prikere” to be Satan, even Wit’s figure describing the 
admirable protections that guard Lady Anima might appear to gesture toward a looming, 
and desired, reunion of the two. This is the danger of applying carnal analogies to the 
matter of Truth: it potentially places in us desires to oppose what is good and just. This is 
not so much a recognition of the natural inclination of the flesh, but a demonstration of 
how evil and falsehood must disguise itself as good and parody virtue to do ill. 
In contrast to the characters of the five senses and Do-Well and Do-Best, Do-
Better is female, Lady Anima’s noble handmaiden. Do-Better thus appears to be a 
passive and submissive position with little agency; indeed the expectation is one of 
sacrifice, a surrender of oneself to the desires and needs of another. It is action wholly 
directed by the one who is served. Do-Better’s service neither defends Lady Anima from 
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the exterior threat of the “proude prikere” nor does it guide her rational being by arming 
her with knowledge of truth. Instead, Do-Better embodies a meekness at odds with the 
active protector-imagery of the other figures. At this point, Do-Better’s feminine 
passivity—she is positioned closest to Lady Anima and simultaneously reduced by her 
gendered role—is yet inexplicable in its significance41. Yet foregrounded in this 
moment—in the entire figure—are the particular concerns of gender and estate—carnal 
love and adventure—that the discourse of vernacular romance infuses into to Wit’s 
explanation.  
Finally, what Wit does that Thought does not is make familiar and concrete the 
abstract and intellectually and philosophically difficult doctrine that faith and works 
cannot be separated from one another. As a strategy of instruction, Wit’s explanation is 
problematic as it seems limited by cultural and historical constraints from universal 
expression. Indeed, we observe the faculties rather playfully ascribed genders and roles 
emphatically expressing and dwelling on the material, mundane, and political and 
carrying all their associations, not only of virtues but also corruptions. Do-Better’s 
femininity, for instance, is significant not because the feminine seems to possess an 
“inhering” value such as meekness, but because the casting of a doctrinal truth in this 
particular form forces us to deal with it both as universal and as historical—instantiated 
in time and place with all the attending preconceived values. In this, the attempt to point 
to universal truth, these figures are inherently ironic. However, for Langland, this is the 
strength of aesthetic knowledge: its complexity, its capacity for rendering truth knowable 
to us by bringing together what appears contrary and oppositional.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 Later in this chapter, I will argue that Do-Better foreshadows Piers Plowman’s curious 
role as the arms of the Christ knight. 
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Thus, in Wit’s performance of his own operations, he receives the universal and 
abstract and translates it into familiar terms—creating analogies—to make the knowledge 
personal: his talent lies in exploiting the vernacular vocabulary and social concerns of 
romance to convey newly the relationship of individual to community and knowledge to 
Truth. He exemplifies man’s innate strategy for learning, the creative capacity to 
reconcile the new with the old, through figurative expressions—through allegory (with an 
assist from irony). Moreover, Wit’s performance reveals to us his integral role in 
attaining kind knowing. Indeed, Wit’s instruction stands as one of the poem’s central 
attempts to establish the primacy of aesthetic experience in creating knowledge. It is in 
this complicated figure that we are urged to consider how aesthetic experience itself 
creates knowledge and reveals truth. This issue is taken up repeatedly throughout the 
poem; but it is in the poem’s most important episode and most potent allegory that we 
find Langland’s final justification of the aesthetic: Christ’s Harrowing of Hell.  
Langland’s Ironic Apology 
Before we arrive at the vision of Christ’s Harrowing of Hell, we should consider 
the confusion wrought by Langland throughout the poem as he repeatedly decries the 
value of aesthetic modes and experiences, even as he continues to affirm them. 
Langland’s condemnation, as we shall see, is in fact an apology; it repeats the irony that 
inheres in his figural demonstrations of aesthetic power in Long Will’s journey for kind 
knowing. This poem-long apology begins in the Prologue with Long Will’s descriptions 
of the “japeres and jangeleres, Judas children,” who “Feynen hem fantasies, and fooles 
hem maketh” (Prologue.35-6), the “Pilgrymes and palmeres” who “wenten forth in hire 
wey with many wise tales, / And hadden leve to lyen al hire lif after” (Prologue.46-9), 
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and the “goliardeis, a gloton of wordes” (Prologue.139). In these figures, Long Will 
echoes early on the common charge that vernacular artistic production was misleading, 
deleterious, even sinful. Even Piers Plowman, whom David Aers points to as the poem’s 
paradigmatic “vernacular guide to the Christian virtues” (6), lectures the folk: 
And that thow be trewe of thi tonge, and tales that thow hatie, 
But if thei ben of wisdom or of wit, thi werkmen to chaste. 
Hold with none harlotes ne here noght hir tales, 
And namely at mete swiche men eschuwe— 
For it ben the develes disours, I do the to understonde. (VI.50-4) 
Piers’ advice seems entirely conventional: speak without intent to dissemble, hate tales 
unless they express wisdom or wit informing the work you perform in support of your 
faith, and avoid those who urge sin with their words (especially at meal times) because 
such intent originates with the Devil. However, Piers associates wisdom and wit—
affective, bodily knowledge and the faculty that aids in producing it, respectively—with 
the vernacular and imaginative modes; he appears to situate the acquisition of wisdom 
and exercise of wit with the humble discourse of the vernacular and the affective quality 
of the imagination. In other words, he describes the troubling ability of tales to 
comprehend both the true and the false: while they may provide the experiential 
knowledge that affirms truth, they also possess a proclivity for lying, for speaking the 
“develes disours,” which gains entrance through the body to undermine reason and 
corrupt the soul. 
  Ann Middleton has also argued that Langland reveals his anxiety regarding his 
poetry throughout the poem: “It is Langland’s peculiar achievement to have composed 
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his poem to include an accounting of his poetic project, displaying to history a 
painstakingly circumstantial reckoning of both its profit and its loss” (122). Rather than 
an anxiety about the aesthetic or imaginative modes, however, she locates in these 
moments, particularly the pardon offered to Piers, Langland’s unease about his own 
authority to proffer truth: “what is at stake,” she argues, is 
...social authority and uses of such literacy. Is a poem like a falsely 
claimed pardon, offering the illusion of absolution? Is the layman who 
brings it, whose only knowledge is experiential, asserting a doctrine or 
teaching, or simply witnessing to the faith? Is his truth and authority of 
some other kind than that of the magisterium? (“Narration” 108) 
As Bishop has shown, Langland is certainly concerned with the role and labor of the 
poet; but as Wit’s instruction to Long Will demonstrates, the poem is also deeply 
concerned with the reader’s labor, in which the aesthetic becomes the instrument that 
adapts our ability to know to universal truth. What I would like to explore in this section 
is how Langland, by questioning his authority as a poet, causes the reader to become 
aware of his own ways of judging, to call into question not so much the truths he is 
convinced of, but the way he has come to believe them. This work too begins with the 
body; it too, therefore, is indispensable, but susceptible to error. 
 Because his poem-long apology is ironic, Langland, I therefore argue, defends the 
aesthetic as he attacks it. Consider, for instance, Long Will’s critique of dreams when he 
awakes from the vision of Piers’ pardon: 
Many tyme this metels hath maked me to studie 
Of that I seigh slepyng—if it so be myghte; 
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And for Piers the Plowman ful pencif in herte, 
And which a pardon Piers hadde, al the peple to conforte, 
And how the preest inpugned it with two propre wordes. 
Ac I have no savour in songewarie, for I se it ofte faille; 
Caton and canonistres counseillen us to leve 
To sette sadnesse in songewarie—for sompnia ne cures. 
Ac for the book Bible bereth witnesse 
How Daniel divined the dremes of a kyng 
That was Nabugodonosor nempned of clerkes… 
Daniel seide, “Sire Kyng, thi dremels bitokneth  
That unkouthe knyghtes shul come thi kyngdom to cleyme: 
Amonges lower lordes thi londe shal be departed.” 
And as Daniel divined, in dede it fel after: 
The kyng lees his lordship, and lower men it hadde. 
And Joseph mette merveillously how the moone and the sonne 
And the ellevene sterres hailsed hym alle. 
Thanne Jacob jugged Josephes swevene: 
“Beau fitz,” quod his fader, “for defaute we shullen— 
I myself and my sones—seche thee for nede.” 
It bifel as his fader seide, in Pharaoes tyme, 
That Joseph was Justice Egipte to loke: 
It bifel as his fader seide—hise frendes there hym soghte. 
Al this maketh me on metels to thynke— 
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And how the preest preved no pardon to Dowel, 
And demed that Dowel indulgences passed, 
Biennals and triennals and bisshopes lettres. (VII.144-72) 
Halfheartedly, Long Will quotes Cato’s advice to disregard dreams before moving into an 
extended reading of scriptural instances in which dreams have related a message from 
God. The examples appear to support the Church’s insistence on its prime role as 
mediator between God and man, as source of authoritative and more complete knowledge 
of truth. In each instance recalled by Long Will, an interpreter who recognizes absolute 
and universal Truth in the fragmentary expression of the dream translates that truth to the 
dream’s recipient. Thus, Daniel translates for Nebuchadnezzar and Jacob for Joseph: 
authority interprets experience. More so, inspiration authorizes the meaningfulness of 
dreams: that is, the authority lies not as much in the interpreter but in God who has 
chosen to communicate by this means. The frame for these lessons on interpretation both 
affirms and undercuts the message: in this contemplation of dreams, Long Will, on his 
own without the direct guidance of an authority, is yet inspired—by whom or what, we 
must ask—to interpret Scripture—itself inspired by God’s Word—in order to arrive at a 
conclusion about dreams. Important to us in this scene is Long Will’s stumbling practice 
of the aesthetic translation that produces kind knowing (which he has previously failed to 
enact and, even in this moment, still fails to complete). In each instance listed, God 
communicates through affective and imaginative ways of knowing, such that experience 
and authority, dream and interpretation, are combined in a way that is meaningful to him. 
He experiences how dreams and interpretations translate one another and together offer a 
kindly knowledge of Truth.  
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The potential error of his action is mirrored in his content, his focus on the 
reliability of dreams. Fyler notes that for medieval poets, dream visions “...sum up the 
uncertain relation between authority and experience, and the proliferation of dream 
categories matches the uncertainties of dream interpretation” (57). Even so, dreams are, 
according Augustine, one the modes in which God reveals his Truth to us. In his article 
on Dante’s incorporation of these modes in the Commedia, F.X. Newman reminds us that 
Augustine said that God reveals himself materially, as in the example of the writing on 
the wall of Nebuchadnezzar’s palace, spiritually via dreams, and intellectually as 
illustrated by Paul’s rapture. In the visio spiritualis, he explains, we gain knowledge “by 
means of the imagination”: “we do not see bodies themselves, but images that have 
corporeal shape without corporeal substance (59). These corporeal images are signs that 
point to truth, fragmentary in expression like spoken language and affective and 
imaginative literature. Dreams are also of uncertain or unreliable provenance and intent, 
as Kathryn L. Lynch explains. Citing Macrobius, the authority on dreams and their 
interpretations in the Middle Ages, Lynch explains that because dreams are delivered via 
the imagination, they are also associated with ingenium, or wit, which “shares with 
imagination the capacity of knowing the physical world and…visionary and…delusive 
potential as well.” In Macrobius’ reckoning, to control for the corruptive influences of the 
material world, the faculty of wit, “must, like imagination, be ordered to reason or 
intellect, which provides man the access he has to truth” (36). Dreams, then, filtered 
through the imagination and wit to be interpreted by the intellect, operate in an aesthetic 
mode; like literature, they invoke images as signs and cause the dreamer-reader to engage 
  86 
in translation between material and immaterial, particular and abstract, in order to 
comprehend truth.  
Thus, when Long Will turns to consider dreams, he is also interrogating 
analogous modes of experiential knowledge that highlight that “uncertain relation” 
between experience and authority. Primarily, we see underwriting his discussion of 
dreams—the focus on both the experiential vision and interpretation that together point to 
truth—a contemplation of the aesthetic experience as prompted by allegory42. This 
relationship becomes more prominent when Long Will finds himself dreaming once 
more, this time guided by Kind. Here Kind, a manifestation of God as Long Will has the 
capacity to recognize Him at this moment, undertakes personally to instruct him:  
Ac muche moore in metynge thus with me gan oon dispute— 
And slepynge I seigh al this; and sithen cam Kynde 
And nempned me by my name, and bad me nymen hede, 
And thorugh the wondres of this world wit for to take. 
And on a mountaigne that Myddelerthe highte, as me tho thoughte 
I was fet forth by ensaumples to knowe, 
Thorugh ech a creature, Kynde my creatour to lovye. 
… 
Blisse and bale—bothe I seigh at ones. (XI.319-33) 
Kind calls him by name and bids him to join in an observation of the word’s wonders 
from the vantage point of a mountain, to learn by example to know how to love Kind 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 This contemplation of aesthetic experience as prompted by allegory is, of course, the 
primary object of the poem, which, I argue, is already happening in the various 
allegorical figures. Here, however, we see it expressed in the meta-narrative discussion of 
dreams conducted by Long Will, who serves as both the poet’s and reader’s surrogate. 
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through his creatures. Immediately, this scene recalls two similar imaginative-affective 
narratives in which a human is spirited away to be instructed about the nature of the 
world, man, and/or truth. First, it recalls Moses looking down at the Promised Land from 
Mount Nebo43. Here God promises him what will belong to Israel. It is privileged 
knowledge given to the chosen leader of the chosen people, though Moses will ultimately 
be denied personal knowledge of that land, barred as he is from entering into it, according 
to the standard Christian interpretation, due to his sin. The scene also recalls Christ’s 
temptation by Satan44, in which he takes Christ to the top of a mountain to survey the 
world and offers it to him if he will deny God’s authority and instead worship Satan. In 
response, Christ summons scripture45 to deny Satan, reaffirming God’s authority. In 
doing so, Christ denies that the substance of the material world holds value and truth in 
and of itself. It is merely a sign of God’s ownership, who is its creator. Both visions 
intend to express truth, though the intentions differ. Though he is chosen by God to 
mediate to His people, Moses is denied experience of the Promised Land at the top of 
Mount Nebo; his sin limits him. Yet, he does have knowledge: the experience of being 
shown which is a type of knowledge46. In turn, Christ, son of God, knows all from the top 
of his mountain and, sinless, ascends to heaven. This allusion provokes a different kind of 
denied experience, but this time one that applies to the reader: the denial itself becomes 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 Deuteronomy 34. 
 
44 Matthew 1.1-11, Mark 1.12-13, Luke 4.1-13. 
 
45 Deuteronomy 10.20. 
 
46 This recalls Long Will’s intentions to shows us the “fair feeld” as well as mirroring 
how he himself sees the earth, not heaven, from the mountain. For all of the transcendent 
claims invoked by the apocalyptic conventions, this focus on the earth emphasizes the 
poem’s worldliness. 
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experiential for us as we must now labor to put into practice the precept Christ embodies. 
This opposition—simultaneous invocations of Old and New Testaments—is part of the 
ironic quality of the allegory of Kind. It is capable of presenting scenarios and 
circumstances beyond the laws that govern the being man; by invoking imagination, it 
allows us to learn via the false or impossible what is true while simultaneously producing 
personal knowledge through the surrogate experience that arises from the affective 
activation of our senses. It can also figure through multiple analogies the back and forth 
(translation) between apparent opposites—at its core, between material and immaterial—
that is the reader’s aesthetic experience. 
Ultimately, what we learn alongside Long Will is that all creation is a sign to be 
translated. This is the heart of Langland’s ironic apology of the aesthetic, which he 
figures most prominently in Long Will’s failure, again, to achieve full comprehension, 
kind knowing of truth, at the end of his vision of Kind. When Long Will awakes, he 
immediately begins to mourn:  
… Wo was me thanne  
That I in metels ne myghte moore have yknowen.  
And thanne seide I to myself, and [sherewe]de that tyme,  
“Now I woot what Dowel is,’ quod I, “by deere God, as me thynketh!” 
(XI.404-7) 
He is convinced that while immersed in the dream he possessed kind knowing of Do-
Wel, but upon waking he has lost it. This moment demonstrates again how he has failed 
to realize that the lessons he learned in the dream are the lessons waking life has to teach: 
both are signs of Truth that stand in need of translation. Both dream and waking reality, 
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both material and immaterial, are markers of the truly real; our aesthetic experience of 
them is the kind knowing that enables us to translate the one into the other. In short, he 
teaches us that to achieve kind knowing, we must become sharper readers, that is, 
aesthetic translators.  
Christ’s Aesthetic and the Poetics of the Harrowing of Hell 
Beginning in Passus XVIII, Long Will’s pursuit of a kind knowing of truth and 
the poem’s underlying argument mark a turning point; here Long Will witnesses Christ’s 
Harrowing of Hell and seems to finally achieve the kind knowing that has long eluded 
him. The episode begins with Long Will, asleep again; in his dream he notes the onset of 
the season of Lent and the folk’s observance of Christ’s Passion. Christ, however, now 
appears as a knight; even though he enters the vision on an ass, as is usual in the 
iconography of his coming to Jerusalem, rather than a man of humble orders he is a 
squire about to be dubbed a knight:  
Barefoot on an asse bak bootles cam prikye, 
Withouten spores other spere; spakliche he loked, 
As is the kynde of a knyght that cometh to be dubbed, 
To geten hym gilte spores on galoches ycouped.  
Thanne was Feith in a fenestre, and cryde “A! Fili David!” 
As dooth an heraud of armes whan aventrous cometh to justes. (XVIII.11-
16) 
Christ “prikes” like a knight of romance (and we must remember to contrast him to the 
“proude prikere of Fraunce” who seeks to ravish Lady Anima in Wit’s figure), even 
without his spear or spurs, the lack of which, Faith explains, will be corrected when he is 
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dubbed a knight in service to the protection of the kingdom (of God on earth). As such, 
Christ is both knight and not yet knight. In this way, he reflects to Long Will his own 
condition in awaiting the resurrection: it has already happened, in Christ, but not yet to 
him, or anyone else. In this moment, Christ is fully what he is, yet also in time about to 
achieve the fullness of his being; Christ is, but he is also a sign of what he is, thus a 
figure. This is a scene where eternity and time, mortality and immortality, converge. The 
moment that will transform the Christ whom Mary bore is the dubbing, to which he 
arrives with a sword and a pledge: “O Mors ero mors tua” (XVIII.36)47. But Christ is 
already dubbed, and, by fighting death, he seeks to defeat, and already has defeated, not 
only the penalty of mankind’s physical death—eternal separation from God—but to 
restore the fullness of meaning, of significance that the Crucifixion has restored to 
mankind. Christ is, after all, a living metaphor; the Word Incarnate. His sacrifice restores 
and originates the transcendence of the living, universal spirit over the perishable matter 
of the literal, which is completed when he takes on, again, the material flesh on Easter 
Sunday. In this moment, the proper proportion is restored—universal spirit governs the 
literal: in Christ we can rest secure that the literal will point to universal truth once more, 
not fragmentary falsehood.  
To succeed in such transcendence, Christ is invested with gilted and engraved 
arms, though they are not the arms we and Long Will might have expected. Faith 
explains: 
This Jesus of his gentries wol juste in Piers armes, 
In his helm and in his haubergeon—humana natura, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 O Death, I will be thy death 
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That Crist be noght biknowe here for consummatus Deus, 
In Piers paltok the Plowman this prikiere shal ryde, 
For no dynt shal hym dere as in deitate Patris. (XVIII.22-6) 
The most unusual aspect of this description lies in the nature of Christ’s armor: the flesh 
of Piers, that is, humanity. In his article “Langland’s Originality,” R.A. Waldron has 
shown that medieval romance commonly invoked the custom in which “a renowned and 
formidable knight rides to a tourney in disguise so that his adversaries will not recognize 
him and consequently decline to encounter him in the lists” (67). In other words, Christ 
taking on the arms of Piers Plowman is a unique expression of a fairly common romance 
convention. This trope reinforces the scene’s simultaneous affirmation of opposites, 
primarily, the earthly and the heavenly, though the figure’s intention lies in transcending 
the material and literal.  
These conventions of romance—love narratives—emphasize the protective 
character of the body of Piers, recalling Wit’s instruction of the body as fortress. While 
Christ’s armor of flesh suffers dints in this sequence—the breastplate of faith, though, 
does not—Christ suffers no injury in heaven as God. The flesh is pierced and dies, but 
Christ is resurrected in the flesh and that flesh is spirit, which never dies. The original 
metaphor now re-cloaked, as it were, exploits Long Will’s familiarity with and 
understanding of martial culture and the social authority (and the privileges and 
sacrifices) attributed to this protective estate; it also cross-references images from 
imaginative tales and descriptions recognizable to him, primarily by means of Wit’s 
figure. The “proude prikere of Fraunce” is now become in this passage the “prikere” 
Christ. Once more, in this figurative rendering of Christ as a knight donning the flesh of 
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man as his battle armament, Long Will is presented with a mediated experience that 
engages him affectively and so aesthetically—stimulating both his senses and his 
intellect. This helps him understand, in terms made comprehensible by the merging of the 
familiar with the unfamiliar and the historic with the present, the almost unfathomable 
love for mankind expressed by Christ in his sacrifice. As Langland presents it, the 
sequence of events—crucifixion, descent to Hell, and resurrection—has happened and is 
still to happen; its time is the merging of temporal and eternal that is salvation time, the 
time of eternity while eternity still has dealings with time. By figuring Christ as a knight 
in the arms of Piers Plowman, Langland joins sense and mind and faith; his poetry lets 
the aesthetic perform as kind knowing.  
Another part of the unfathomable nature of Christ’s sacrifice that Long Will has 
yet to comprehend is the combination of agency and passivity Christ assumes in fulfilling 
it. Wit alludes to such a paradox when he makes the meek handmaiden Do-Better the 
superior to the duke Do-Well, who protects Lady Anima, and then subsumes both in the 
figure of Do-Best. In this episode, Christ recuperates Do-Better’s sacrifice of her own 
desires for the good of Anima. He also actively fights, in the armor of humanity, to 
protect all mankind from Satan and Death. But he does this by choosing to suffer death. 
Paradoxically, he actively submits to the Passion. In contrast to the scene in which Faith 
recounts how Christ will be garbed in the gear of war and actively battle Satan—that is, 
undertake an overtly masculine role to free the souls of mankind from Hell—Long Will 
next witnesses Christ’s Passion and Crucifixion in which Christ is at his most passive and 
put-upon. The scene is highly affective, appealing to emotion, in so doing, like Do-Better, 
establishing an intimate connection with the soul. This is the second stage, the heart of 
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the aesthetic experience, through which Long Will achieves kind knowing of God’s truth: 
witnessing the showing and thus experiencing Christ’s suffering for love of mankind. The 
third stage will stimulate the intellect to process what Long Will’s heart now knows.  
 The vision returns to the masculine convention of figuring Christ’s death and 
descent into Hell as a jousting tournament, the victor of which is awarded mankind’s 
souls. Christ’s opponent in the joust is, of course, “the fende and fals doom to deye” 
(XVIII.28). Long Will, however, does not witness the joust as his attention is diverted by 
Truth and Mercy, maidens who explain dialogically the meaning of Christ’s campaign 
against Satan and Death. As they talk, two more maidens arrive, Peace and 
Righteousness. The discussion among these four maidens represents to Long Will (and to 
us) a mediation of his own confusion and an opportunity to witness the means (the 
reasoning) by which they arrive at a correct interpretation of the scene. Contextualizing 
the vision of Christ’s suffering, his Passion, Crucifixion and descent into the underworld 
to battle Satan, Peace explains how knowledge of suffering—a combination of personal 
and mediated experience—allows man to possess kind knowing of God’s truth by feeling 
the gravity of Christ’s sacrifice. Peace states: 
For til modicum mete with us, I may it wel avowe, 
Woot no wight, as I wene, what is ynogh to mene.  
Forthi God, of his goodnesse, the firste gome Adam, 
Sette hym in solace and in sovereyne murthe; 
And siththe he suffred hym synne, sorwe to feele— 
To wite what wele was, kyndeliche to knowe it. 
And after, God auntrede hymself and took Adames kynde 
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To wite what he hath suffred in thre sondry places, 
Bothe in hevene in erthe—and now til helle he thenketh, 
To wite what alle wo is, that woot of alle joye. 
So it shal fare by this folk: hir folie and hir synne 
Shal lere hem what languor is, and lisse withouten ende. 
Woot no wight what werre is ther that pees regneth, 
Ne what is witterly wele til “weylawey” hym teche. (XVIII.215-28) 
Until we have had a little sorrow, Peace explains, we do not know what it is to have 
enough, to be satisfied with the gifts God has provided or to understand them. While 
Adam knew enough in the way we know something is true beyond human means of 
verification, still, before he sinned he did not know suffering. So God allowed Adam to 
sin and know the sorrow that it is: his knowing thus became kind knowing. It is man’s 
nature after the fall—man who needs too much to know enough—which is a bad 
translation of the nature God made and which Christ’s Passion then retranslates for man’s 
salvation; it is not a retranslation back to human nature as God created it in the garden, 
but to human nature perfected by Christ’s sacrifice. Underlying Peace’s assertion is that 
humans can know absolutes only via contraries; the paradox of knowing well-being only 
by having known suffering epitomizes human understanding. That she describes knowing 
in terms of sensory, bodily experience further reminds us that the aesthetic is best suited 
to generate such knowing. 
The discourse of the maidens translates the drama of the previous scenes into 
authoritative interpretation; the women recall Holy Church’s instruction at the poem’s 
beginning. Like Holy Church, the maidens draw on examples that offer explanation of 
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truth, an interpretation of the significance of Christ’s sacrifice, that affirm the material 
experience and the knowledge of kind. Unlike Holy Church, however, they recognize that 
affective, personal experience is the ground on which the knowledge that secures faith 
rests, the ground on which the will stands when it moves us to perform he works of faith. 
Peace’s “ynogh” is the aesthetic that is kind knowing. Its “modicum” is the translation of 
material and immaterial, of particular and universal, of experience and authority, of affect 
and intellection, by which man lives in truth. 
At the end of the passus, Long Will awakes from this vision finally in possession 
of a kind knowing of truth. This knowledge, though he cannot fully express it, spurs him 
to right action: 
Til the day dawed thise damyseles carolden, 
That men rongen to the resurexion—and right with that I wakede, 
And called Kytte my wif and Calote my doghter: 
“Ariseth and revernceth Goddes resurexion, 
And crepeth to the cros on knees, and kisseth it for a juwel! 
For Goddes blissede body it bar for oure boote, 
And it afereth the fend, for swich is the myghte, 
May no grisly goost glide there it shadweth!” (XVIII.427-34) 
He calls to worship his wife and daughter that they may give reverence to the 
resurrection, kneel before the cross and kiss it. In this moment, Long Will experiences at 
once Do-Well, Better, and Best; it a moment that incorporates defense of the soul (Do-
Well), emotional and affective expression of love (Do-Better), and instructive intellective 
remembrance (Do-Best); it is a moment simultaneously active and passive, modeled to 
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him in the perfect aesthetic experience of Christ’s suffering which he contemplates; it is a 
moment both individual and communal; it is a moment of joy intermingled with sorrow. 
In its multifariousness and paradox, it is aesthetic. 
 By reenacting Christ’s passion, crucifixion and resurrection in vernacular 
allegory, Piers Plowman lays claim to the vernacular aesthetic as a legitimate and 
important mode for allowing laymen to access truth through kind knowing. The claim 
posited at the end of the poem is that Long Will has sought out an affective understanding 
of Truth that is no less educative than the authoritative modes of knowing gestured 
toward by Holy Church in the poem’s beginning. In the historically, socially, and 
culturally contextualized allegory of Christ’s passion, etc., Long Will finally achieves the 
kind knowing he has so long desired. Certainly, he has encountered the story of Christ’s 
passion before, but it is by means of the vernacular allegory he comes to live it. 
 While Long Will achieves kind knowing in Passus XVIII, the poem continues for 
another two passus, in which Long Will once more faces confusion and encounters 
Conscience. Far from undermining Long Will’s previous discovery and Langland’s 
underlying apology of aesthetics, however, Passus XIX and XX reinforce them. Long Will 
discovers in these final passus that finding and possessing kind knowing of Truth is a 
lifelong endeavor; kind knowing must mature and be supplemented at various points with 
multiple aesthetic experiences in order to sustain and enrich it. In other words, truth must 
be lived every day, not once for all: this means that truth itself, for humans, is aesthetic. 
This quality of impermanence, of incompleteness, is a part of aesthetic experience, a 
recognition of the earthly experience that can only be overcome in bodily death. Until 
that point, the aesthetic is the most articulate source of truth. So, with his will turned 
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toward God by aid of kind knowing and yet still beset by the sorrows of the material 
world, Long Will cedes to Conscience the life-long battle to ensure Do-Well, Better and 
Best. The poem ends with Conscience’s resolution: 
“Bi Crist,” quod Conscience tho, “I wole bicome a pilgrym, 
And walken as wide as the world lasteth, 
To seken Piers the Plowman, that Pryde myghte destruye, 
And that freres hadde a fyndyng, that for nede flateren 
And countrepledeth me, Conscience. Now Kynde me avenge, 
And sende me hap and heele, til I have Piers the Plowman!” 
And siththe he gradde after Grace, til I gan awake. (XX.381-7) 
Conscience strikes out on a journey to seek out Piers Plowman, the humble man who 
possesses kind knowing of Christ, in whose image Christ revealed God’s Truth and so 
provided mankind with salvation—eternal life. Conscience returns to seek advice from 
the one who was blessed to render Christ humble and thus familiar, personal, and 
universal. 
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CHAPTER III 
CHAUCER’S POETICS OF WITTE: 
IRONIC AESTHETICS IN THE NUN’S PRIEST’S TALE 
 
“…The Nun’s Priest’s Tale is poetry that glories in the wondrousness of 
poetry, a celebration of all that we hold sacred in Western art and culture, 
and a personal tribute to the very tradition of humane letters that inspired 
Chaucer’s career and informs his genius.”  
Peter W. Travis, Disseminal Chaucer 
 
Not far into The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, the rooster Chauntecleer, asleep next to his 
hen-wife Pertelote, “gan gronen in his throte, / As man that in his dreem is drecched 
soore” (2886-7)48, like a man who is sorely troubled in his dreams. Awaking to these 
fearful noises, Pertelote is “agast” and prods him awake: “Herte deere,” she asks, “What 
eyleth yow, to grone in this manere? / Ye been a verray sleeper; fy, for shame!” (2889-
91). Chauntecleer responds, “Madame, I pray yow that ye take it nat agrief” but that 
“myn herete is soore afright” (2892-3, 2895). He then describes what he saw:  
Me mette how that I romed up and doun 
Withinne our yeerd, where as I saugh a beest  
Was lyk an hound, and wolde han maad areest 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 All references are from Larry D. Benson, ed., The Riverside Chaucer 3rd ed., New 
York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1987.  
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Upon my body, and wolde han had me deed. 
… 
This caused me my gronyng, doutelees. (2898-2907) 
He has dreamt that while roaming the barnyard, he sees a beast he can only know by 
analogy as a kind of hound, yet which, he recognizes, intends to violently seize and kill 
him. This vision in which his life is threatened by an unknown creature, yet one he can 
place by its similarity to those he does know, is what has made him groan with instinctual 
fear. He realizes that this analogy, inspired by the dream image, provides him with a 
potential form of knowing the danger he faces. Consequently, he believes the dream to be 
a credible prophecy, one which should move him to know better what this beast with 
“snowte small” and “glowynge eyen tweye” is (2905), so that he might avoid it “And 
kepe my body out of foul prisoun!” (2897). For this very reason, he implores God “my 
swevene recche aright” (2896), that he might interpret his dream correctly, because these 
details, paired with his personal knowledge, will most accurately guide him in knowing 
more fully the menace he faces and how he might save himself from that “foul prisoun.” 
 Pertelote finds Chauntecleer’s explanation wanting; to her his fear casts doubt on 
his masculinity. “Fy on yow, hertelees!” she scolds him, claiming, “Now han ye lost myn 
herte and al my love! / I kan nat love a coward, by my feith!” (2908-11). She continues 
by instructing Chauntecleer on the nature of dreams so that he might know just how 
foolish was his reaction. “Nothing, God woot, but vanitee in sweven is,” she claims: 
“Swevenes engendren of replecciouns, / And ofte of fume and of complecciouns, / Whan 
humours been to habundant in a wight” (2922-5). He is not to be frightened by it. Dreams 
are nothing more than the body’s response to the stress of overeating, to the disruption of 
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the balance of bodily humors. Dreams are thus a vanity, an empty and transitory sign that 
points to nothing substantive. “Lo Catoun,” she cites, “which that was so wys a man, / 
seyde he nat thus, ‘Ne do no fors of dremes’?” (2940-1). Even the wise Cato believed we 
should pay no regard to dreams; they cannot be translated into waking reality. Thus, 
Pertelote advises Chauntecleer to “taak som laxatyf” (2943) that will “purge” (2947) him 
of those “habundant” humors that have tricked his mind with false phantasms. Since she 
is an authority in the practice of herbal remedies, she confidently concocts a prescription 
to treat him.  
 But Chauntecleer refutes her counsel:  
…as touching daun Catoun,  
That hath of wisdom swich a greet renoun, 
Though that he bad no dremes for to drede, 
By God, men may in olde bookes rede 
Of many a man moore of auctorite 
Than evere Caton was, so moot I thee, 
That al the revers seyn of this sentence, 
And han wel founden by experience 
That dremes been significaciouns 
As wel of joye as of tribulaciouns 
That folk enduren in this life present.  
Ther nedeth make of this noon argument; 
The verray preeve sheweth it in dede. (2971-83) 
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He insists that authorities greater than Cato have discovered by their own experience, or 
learned from that of others, that dreams certainly can forecast imminent good or bad 
fortune. Indeed, this argument gains its authority because it has been borne out by 
experience. Chauntecleer proceeds to support this point by citing some of those 
experiences. First, he tells a tale of two pilgrims, one of whom is murdered and whose 
spirit visits his companion in a dream to alert him to the crime. The first time, the spirit 
visits to inform the man that his friend is in danger, but when the companion “…was 
wakened of his sleep.” “He turned hym and took of this no keep. / Hym thoughte his 
dreem nas but a vanitee” (3009-11). This man apparently thought as Pertelote did; and by 
ignoring the dream, his companion lets slip the opportunity to save his friend’s life. Still 
the spirit persists and visits his companion twice more, until the man “his dreem he foond 
ful trewe” (3024). With this now trusted knowledge, the man uncovers the crime and the 
perpetrators are punished. The moral of this story, according to Chauntecleer, is that 
“Modre wol out” (3051), made knowable by a dream communicated by no less an 
authority than God (3054-6); he therefore makes certain to emphasize, “Heere may men 
seen that dremes been to drede” (3063). Yet the lesson he imparts for Pertelote’s benefit 
is ironic, in that Chauntecleer does not apply it to himself. Only retrospectively, like the 
man visited by his friend’s spirit, will he see how his “authorities” have spoken to what 
his own experience will teach him: he will have a second chance to realize that he is not 
simply the man who has the dream but also the man who is murdered in it. As we soon 
see, he must learn the hard way that failing to draw on experience, personal or vicarious, 
to corroborate the authorities he quotes results inevitably (and, for him, dangerously) in 
narrowed interpretation, when interpreting signifiers is vital to staying alive. 
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 Chauntecleer’s looming failure to apply his lesson to his own circumstance is 
foreshadowed by his confident continuation of stories in which dreams came true, 
including the “lyf of Seint Kenelm.” He next lists the authorities on dreams themselves—
Macrobius49, whose commentary on Cicero’s Dream of Scipio was the primary source of 
dream lore in the Middle Ages, and Daniel and Joseph from Hebrew Scripture. Finally, to 
seal his argument he speaks of the dreams of Croesus and Andromache from classical 
myth: 
Shortly I seye, as for conclusioun, 
That I shal han of this avisioun 
Adversitee; and I seye forthermoor 
That I ne telle of laxatives no stoor, 
For they been venymes, I woot it weel; 
I hem diffye, I love hem never a deel! (3150-6) 
This last dream recalls and translates the Monk’s final tragedy of Croesus, who because 
he did not learn to control his pride is told via a dream from the gods—which his 
daughter must interpret to him—that he “shalt anhanged be” from a tree for his repeated 
sins of pride and vengeance (2755). Here Chauntecleer’s point, we notice, is not that he 
has learned the lesson of his own instruction and will reform; rather it is to establish his 
authority: he knows, as Pertelote does not, that his dream foretells future peril. Thus, he is 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 Peter Travis, Disseminal Chaucer: Rereading The Nun’s Priest’s Tale. Notre Dame, 
IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2010, reminds us that Macrobius cautioned that 
“most dreams…have no meaning; those that do are often highly enigmatic” (319), which, 
in this list of supporters, complicates Chauntecleer’s argument that dreams certainly can 
serve as reliable prognostications (as do all the examples he cites given the difficulty 
many of the dreamers have in correctly decoding their visions), whether the rooster 
knows it or not. What is important is that we know that Chauntecleer has ignored the 
nuances of dream vision theory just as Pertelote has in citing only Cato. 
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content to let the lesson remain general, applying to all, when it is effective only when 
made particular. It seems also that this is why, for good measure, he challenges 
Pertelote’s medical competence; according to him, the laxatives she has prescribed are 
poisonous. By his reckoning, a violent death may await him, but it will not come about 
because he has swallowed her laxatives. However, though Chauntecleer cannot see it at 
this point (in the way that we can), his challenge is based in both particular and general 
terms: he defies “hem,” Pertelote’s laxatives and dreamlore, respectively. In this 
particular moment, Chauntecleer exemplifies in small Chaucer’s more expansive point 
about the narrowness of interpretation. 
In a tale of seemingly incongruous moments, we can understand this curious 
episode as a performance in which rooster and hen translate one another50; “as debators,” 
they act, as Ginsberg says in his study of Chaucer’s poetics of translation, as “contraries” 
that “both mimic and unsay one another” (“Dante and Chaucer” 13-14). Specifically, 
Chauntecleer and Pertelote mimic one another in that, first, each argues according to the 
rules of academic debate and, second, each wants to achieve authority over the other; 
they unsay one another in their judgment of dreams. For instance, Pertelote makes her 
argument, complete with her citing of Cato, to fill the gap Chauntecleer’s cowardice has 
created. She is more concerned to vaunt her knowledge than with the truth of what she 
claims51; her aim is to establish her authority, both as dream interpreter and as herbalist. 
Thus, she focuses almost entirely on the corporeal and material; she lectures 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50 Ginsberg has argued that “As debaters, Chauntecleer and Pertelote translate each other 
the way his English and Latin do” (14). 
 
51 Certainly, she should know the dream has relevance from history, both general and 
personal: foxes eat chickens and Chauntecleer’s father’s demise, respectively. 
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Chauntecleer on the influence of “rede colera” and “humour of malencolie” as well as the 
“wormes” and “lawriol, centaure, and fumetere” she will use to restore his bodily balance 
and manly courage. Her point is that if the body can produce false images in dreams that 
are not to be trusted by reason, the sciences of the body, practiced by those with authority 
in them, can counteract them52. The irony is, of course, that if Chauntecleer understands 
the beast by analogy, Pertelote also argues by analogy—the beast in the dream signals 
unbalanced humors, thus he is a false phantasm. She refutes his claim on the same 
grounds that he makes it. Her argument is all material and thus monocular, when it needs 
to be panoptic—taking in the particular and general all at once. Chauntecleer’s argument 
is the reverse: all generality, that is, not particular in a way that is helpful to his 
circumstance or fully persuasive. 
Meanwhile, Chauntecleer launches his defense of dream lore less because he 
believes what he says and more because he needs to reassert his interpretative mastery. 
Pertelote has challenged his masculinity; she further emasculates him by asking him to 
submit to her emetics53. Even though Chauntecleer argues against her, he too defends the 
body, in order to justify the dream lore it intercepts and interprets. The dreams he 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 This perspective is represented in the General Prologue by the “Doctour of Phisik”: 
“Wel koude he fortunen the ascendant / of his ymages for his pacient” that is, he used 
images—astrological figures—to determine and keep in good health his patients (417-
18). These images are authoritative because practiced by men of science and supported 
by other “magyk natureel” like herblore. 
 
53 Derek Pearsall, The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, A Varorium Edition of the Works of Geoffrey 
Chaucer, Vol. II: The Canterbury Tales, Part 9, Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1984, has called Chauntecleer “an excellent scholar. His analysis of the oracular 
and significative power of dreams is a model of scholarly discourse, complete with full 
illustration, citation of authority, and judicious balancing of the evidence…. It is not only 
persuasive but true—true in terms of the weight of medieval authority on the subject and 
true in the event” (10). 
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describes, that, like his, present a “Warnynge of thynges that shul after falle” (3132), 
inspire in the dreamer a physical feeling of “drede” (3063, 3109) that moves his intellect 
to interpret the warning. That is, a dream invokes dread on two levels: the sensual and the 
intellectual; the warning is understood in the movement—translation—between sense and 
reason. In fact, Chauntecleer views the body aesthetically; he thinks the knowledge of the 
physical senses and that of dematerialized dreams are both valuable. In other words, for 
Chauntecleer, knowledge gained through the aesthetic mode is privileged for its capacity 
to reconcile what is particular to his time, senses, and mind—his experience—with an 
abstract truth he has yet to fully know. Even so, he willfully chooses to ignore the 
wisdom of both, as we shall see, for both bodily and more abstract, ideological reasons. 
By winning this marriage debate, he restores his standing as a man of “auctoritee,” but 
only by ignoring the personal application of the arguments he makes: dreams are 
meaningful, but I defy them54. 
What is significant to us in this debate—which recalls Long Will’s conversation 
with Holy Church in the beginning of Piers Plowman—is that it establishes the tale’s 
principal interrogation of the opposing claims of authority and experience to produce 
reliable knowledge of truth in creatures who, like humans (recalling Long Will), are 
prone to error and sin. Indeed, as Chauntecleer and Pertelote “mimic” and “unsay” one 
another, they figure the way in which authority and experience translate each other and 
together—rather than singularly—represent truth. Ginsberg calls this the “space of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 Peter Elbow, Oppositions in Chaucer, Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 
1973, argues that “…the initial, structural question of the poem—how seriously to take 
the truth of Chauntecleer’s dream—must be given a paradoxical, double answer. 
Chauntecleer is correct to interpret it as he does, but he is also incorrect because his very 
capacity to come up with the right answer involves blind spots which lead to the wrong 
behavior” (107). 
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translation,” in which “‘experience’ intersects ‘auctorite,’ ‘auctorite’ intersects 
‘experience’” (15). In this space, he notes, Chaucer urges us “to reach a verdict that 
accommodates both and refutes what each of them says,” which teaches us “to be 
responsible readers” who “will interpret bi-optically” (12)—that is, read and arrive at 
conclusions in such a way that holds even contraries in resolution.  
It is certainly fitting that Chauntecleer and Pertelote, jockeying for power over 
one another, argue about the veracity of dreams, when a dream itself, as Fyler has noted, 
serves as a site for questioning the priority of authority over experience (57). Indeed, 
when Chauntecleer defends his dream with exemplary tales55, we recognize in it the 
poet’s concurrent reckoning of imaginative literature, which like a dream can at once 
signal both genuine and false knowledge, as a problematic if enchanting mode of 
knowing truth56. They both relate kinds of experience that share what institutional 
authority would consider problematic tendencies to prioritize the material, carnal, and 
particular, that is, experiential knowledge, over the universal, abstract, and immaterial, 
which are the qualities of God’s knowledge and truth—of authority. Thus, literature, like 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 This is also a gendered rhetorical move. He is adapting his discourse to the level of his 
audience: women like stories. 
 
56 Ann Astell, Chaucer and the Universe of Learning, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1996, has shown that this is not the first instance in which Chaucer has questioned 
the reliability of the dream vision as a means of knowing truth in the waking world; nor is 
it the fist time he has used a dream debate to suggest we concurrently question the 
veracity of other, more sanctioned epistemologies. She explains that in his earlier House 
of Fame, “…Chaucer casts real doubt on our access to the truth…, since we see it only in 
dreams, dream-visions, and fictions reflecting earthly experience, human preconceptions, 
and book-reading” (23). Elbow notes a similar conflation of dream and poem in The 
Parlement of Foules and The Romaunt of the Rose, writing: “the poem is a dream: it 
consists simultaneously of narrative and revelation. … Indeed, all of Chaucer’s early 
poetry implies a convergence of the questions of how to interpret a dream and how to 
interpret a narrative poem” (109). 
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dreams, creates a space wherein the cultural priority of authority over experience can be 
questioned and considered. As Ginsberg notes, this space where authority and experience 
intersect—the space of translation—is also, for Chaucer, “the space of literature” (15); 
and as scholars have long maintained, The Nun’s Priest’s Tale is the site of Chaucer’s 
most profound interrogation and defense of this space of literature. 
For Travis, it is Chaucer’s ars poetica57. Noting Chaucer’s propensity for self-
parody58, he argues that The Nun’s Priest’s Tale is “Chaucer’s apologia pro sua arte” in 
which the artist addresses the “poetological problems that [he] has wrestled with from the 
beginning of his career and now wants to address in a concentrated, experimental, and 
parapoetical environment” (14). Parody allows Chaucer to create a “dialogic exchange 
[that] takes place between two equally achieved discourses”; by producing a “bouncing” 
from one mode of speech to another, it fosters “pleasure” through “the reader’s 
engagement” (80).  
Like Travis, I believe the tale signals its underlying investigation of and 
commentary on the nature and value of vernacular imaginative literature; by juxtaposing 
contradicting genres, epistemologies, modes, and figures, the tale’s “bounce” evokes 
pleasure in the act of evaluating its educative worth. However, I also believe the tale 
functions as a broader apologia pro aesthetica, in which Chaucer (like Langland) defends 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 Travis provides an extensive summary of the scholarship claiming the tale as an ars 
poetica, noting the confusion of generic and epistemological conventions that have led to 
claims that the tale is Chaucer’s poetic masterpiece (2-3). Derek Pearsall writes that 
“there has hardly been a time when The Nun’s Priest’s Tale has not been appreciated as 
one of the wittiest and most accomplished poems in the English language. Readers have 
been delighted by its inexhaustible ingenuity and inventiveness and by its irreverent 
mockery of the solemn apparatus of human learning and rhetoric; they have warmed to its 
generous portrayal of the all-too-human foibles and weaknesses of its barnyard hero” (3). 
 
58 In fact, Travis calls it Chaucer’s “premier work of self-parody” (13). 
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the aesthetic as a powerful and privileged discursive mode of knowing most appropriate 
for representing truth in the way humans are best suited to comprehend it—by means of 
the concordia discors of mind and body that holds opposites in resolution. Like Ginsberg, 
who situates translation at the heart of Chaucer’s “idea about the ethical nature of poetic 
truth” (12)59, I argue that the tale intends to engage us in translating opposites—that 
“dialogic exchange” Travis identifies in the parodic aspects of the tale—so that we might 
experience and thus know for ourselves how the aesthetic engenders a more complete 
human knowledge of truth. In other words, for Chaucer, the aesthetic, the mode that 
evokes that intermediate region between the material and the immaterial (sensible 
particular and abstract universal), belongs to the same “space” of translation and 
literature. As I will show, Chaucer reveals the power and privilege of the aesthetic 
through the complex figure of irony, which he foregrounds in various and varied 
performances of translation. 
Chauntecleer’s Mistranslation and Ironic Instruction 
 To appreciate how Chaucer configures irony, specifically, as a sign of the 
complex nature of the aesthetic in The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, we must briefly return to 
Chauntecleer and Pertelote’s debate on dreams, since it is the foundation upon which 
later passages in the tale establish and develop their interlinking statements on the 
operations and privilege of the aesthetic. In short, Pertelote’s declaration and 
Chauntecleer’s response to it are ironic, and their performance teaches us how to 
anticipate and read the oscillating movements of irony and its intersections with 
translation as aesthetic. Not only do rooster and hen mean the opposite of what say, they 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59 Ginsberg has subsequently noted that we would revise this phrase to emphasize the 
“ethical-ludic nature of poetic truth.” 
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also contradict themselves, though neither fully knows it. Pertelote argues for obedience 
to authority in general without recourse to evidence, but what she really wants is for 
Chauntecleer to submit to her authority60. Her censure of Chauntecleer ignores any 
appeal to experience, even as she calls on Cato to justify her canceling of Chauntecleer’s 
dream-experience so that she may fill the space she creates with her own experience as 
herbalist (2942-69). In response, the evidence Chauntecleer cites to controvert his wife’s 
reliance on authority consists of exemplary anecdotes; he reestablishes his own mastery 
over her in part by using material suited to the age’s belief that women were less able 
than men to follow scientific demonstration. In this fashion, Chauntecleer translates 
Pertelote’s rebuke, revealing the irony of her response by the contradictions in his own. 
Ultimately, both succeed in corrupting knowledge of truth via dreams, a knowledge 
whose validity is confirmed only when authority and experience oppose and supplement 
each other, only when, in a word, they translate one another.  
More specifically, I would argue that Chauntecleer and Pertelote translate each 
other in ways that Benjamin would appreciate. For him, acts of translation inevitably 
engender irony; they convey meaning by disarticulation. He explains that “While the 
modes of intention…are in conflict,” yet the “intention and object of intention 
complement each” of the expressions “from which they are derived,” as well as one 
another (74). What Benjamin means by “intention” is the orientation of a language as a 
whole to “pure speech.” That is, an intention is what connects all languages in “kinship,” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60 Elbow, certainly, finds Pertelote’s mode of intention ironic, or at least paradoxical, in 
regard to what she is asserting; she claims authority—absolute, abstract, and universal—
based on her personal experiences of the earthly, material, and bodily. As such, she 
visibly transgresses the appropriate order by placing bodily knowledge before reason to 
create authoritative knowledge (100-1).  
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despite contradicting modes, to the pure language (the fundamental sonic and graphic 
differences that enable signifiers to bear meaning) which “no single language can attain 
by itself but which is realized only by the totality of their intentions supplementing each 
other” (74). This is a helpful idea not only for discovering the hidden “central reciprocal 
relationship between languages” that represents the “intensive form” of the hidden 
meaning (72), but also as a model for reading the motives and intentions of individuals as 
well as literary texts and epistemologies; how and where they intersect and overlap to 
make and unmake meaning61. What this means regarding Chauntecleer and Pertelote’s 
debate is that with their unique “modes of intention” they are both reaching for the same 
object with intentions that simultaneously follow and disarticulate each other. They 
engender irony, ultimately, because we cannot contemplate Chauntecleer’s meaning 
without holding Pertelote’s contradiction of it in mind at the same time.  
 The object each intends is authority. Far more complicated, yet complementary, 
is the shared mode by which the rooster and hen both solicit and bracket experience in 
their quest for it. As we have seen, this figuring is accomplished in two ways: in the 
debate about dreams, which introduces concerns about affective and imaginative 
experience in relation to impersonal and intellective authority; and in the domestic drama, 
which deploys and interrogates cultural assumptions about feminine emotionality and 
masculine reason. In the Middle Ages, affective and imaginative experience are strongly 
associated with the feminine and bodily that Pertelote represents, while Chauntecleer 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61 In other words, Chauntecleer and Pertelote engage in an intralingual translation: they 
are both operating within the same language but according to differing modes, or sub-
cultural expressions, which are translating each other. 
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should represent the intellect that rightfully has authority over them62. In their debate, 
however, Chauntecleer promotes experience by telling stories, while Pertelote vindicates 
her practical advice by appealing to ancient experts, even as they both utilize experience 
to confirm authority. In this, rooster and hen expose fault lines in the logic of the 
institutional hierarchies that would unconditionally place abstract authority above 
personal experience. By inconsistently mixing them, authority and experience become 
supplementary in Derrida’s sense; each complements and destabilizes the epistemological 
claims of the other. The fact that Pertelote and Chauntecleer come to opposite 
conclusions using the same elements of argumentation makes clear that irony is the 
domain of their discourse. In their debate intuition and rationality align to create that 
complex knowledge of truth best suited to our paradoxical human nature as spirit 
enfleshed. We see that the sic et non of irony is the human version of God’s unity: 
through it we have the ability to see the truth of even self-canceling oppositions. 
Another way to say this is that knowledge in the tale is aesthetic, and that 
knowledge becomes aesthetic through the reader’s experience63: in our translation of 
these figures, we move back and forth between the individual experiences of 
Chauntecleer and Pertelote and the abstract authorities they invoke. Ginsberg puts it this 
way: “In the space between them, we feel the pull and tug of made-up things that leave 
real marks on minds and bodies. In it precepts gain the remembered sting, the recollected 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62 These gender assumptions are ironically problematized by the fact that the characters 
to which they are applied are chickens and therefore exempt from the cultural laws that 
apply to humans. 
 
63 As I will show, the three moralitates at the end will explicitly model this experience for 
the reader. 
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caress, that make their truth true to us; in it personal pain and private joy gain the 
amplitude to apply to everyone” (15)64. Though he is speaking of the morals tendered by 
Chauntecleer and Russell at the end of the tale, the idea of truth made personal in the 
general “space of translation” applies here as well. When we judge Chauntecleer and 
Pertelote’s debate, we feel that each is right from one point of view and wrong from 
another; we bounce between the claims of experience and the claims of authority. This is 
the middle ground of the aesthetic, where we can perceive the truth through opposites in 
resolution. In this way, we achieve a better appreciation of the multifarious nature of truth 
as we, creatures composed of multifarious faculties and compulsions, are able to 
apprehend it. 
Pertelote’s final words to Chauntecleer epitomize how irony, by creating a 
complex triangulation between authority, experience, and text, underwrites aesthetic 
knowledge: 
A day or two ye shul have digestyves 
Of wormes, er ye take youre laxatives 
Of lawriol, centaure, and fumetere, 
Or elles of ellebor, that groweth there, 
Of katapuce, or of gaitrys beryis, 
Of herbe yve, growing in oure yeerd, ther mery is; 
Pekke hem up right as they growe and ete hem yn. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64 Ginsberg is referring to Chauntecleer and Russell, though he makes the point that 
Chauntecleer and Russell’s double moral acts as a translation of Chauntecleer and 
Pertelote’s debate, with which I agree (14). 
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Be myrie, housbonde, for youre fader kyn! 
Dredeth no dreem; I kan sey yow namoore. (2961-9) 
Pertelote focuses intently on describing the location, harvesting and effects of the herbs 
she wants Chauntecleer to digest. But it is her throwaway line at the end of her speech 
that has the most relevance for Chauntecleer: “Be myrie, housbonde, for youre fader 
kyn!” The fate of Chauntecleer’s father ought to make both of them think immediately 
that he was eaten by a fox. They do not, even though Pertelote’s encouragement, 
reinforced through the repetition of “mery/myrie,” that Chauntecleer “Pekke hem [i.e. the 
herbs] up right as they growe and ete hem yn” also evokes the memory and foreshadows 
the fox’s seizing and eating of the once and future Chauntecleers. 
 Of course, her tag line advice could be interpreted as a clichéd gesture to our 
mortality generally and Chauntecleer’s in particular. That certainly seems to be 
Pertelote’s rhetorical purpose in counseling Chauntecleer to be merry, to be the manly 
rooster God made him while he can. However, in light of her position in the debate, the 
significance of Pertelote’s encouragement is ironic. By invoking Chauntecleer’s “fader’s 
kyn,” she contradicts her previous appeal to Cato’s authority; her words might well have 
reminded him that family history corroborates the ‘drede’ his dream has caused. 
Chauntecleer is his father’s kin and kind: his progenitor’s fate has the potential to teach 
Chauntecleer how to avoid it. But this lesson is not the one Pertelote would teach. 
Ironically, it will be Russell who fully realizes the wisdom of her words, for the fox 
inveigles Chauntecleer by specifically maneuvering him to stand in for his father.   
On his part, Chauntecleer also fails to recognize how his particular knowledge of 
his father’s demise speaks to both his mortal fear provoked by a familiar if enigmatic 
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phantasm and his impersonal and universal conclusion that dreams signal truth. We see 
this in his final words to Pertelote, which end the debate. He says: 
Now let us speke of myrthe, and stynte al this. 
Madame Pertelote, so have I blis, 
Of o thing God hath sent me large grace; 
For whan I se the beautee of youre face, 
Ye been so scarlet reed aboute youre yen, 
It maketh al my drede for to dyen; 
For al so siker as In principio, 
Mulier est hominis confusio—65 
Madame, the sentence of this Latyn is, 
‘Womman is mannes joye and al his blis.’ 
For whan I feele a-nyght your softe syde— 
Al be it that I may nat on yow ryde, 
For that oure perche is maad so narwe, allas— 
I am so ful of joye and of solas, 
That I diffye bothe sweven and dreem. (3157-71) 
Chauntecleer delivers these last fourteen lines with a swagger; he is confident that his 
words and translation will secure his authority, reinstall his impugned manhood, and put 
Pertelote firmly in her place. The transitional line, “Now let us speke of myrthe, and 
stynte al this,” signals his intentions in its condescending evaluation of what is proper 
material for his wife to discuss with him: only “myrthe” and the lightest topics that 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
65 In the beginning, / Woman is the confusion of man. 
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entertain and delight are appropriate for her to contemplate and engage him in debating66. 
For as he notes regarding her physical beauty, her true talents are limited to carnal and 
intellectually unsubstantial expressions of “solas.” 
By telling her they will now speak of mirth, Chauntecleer translates Pertelote’s 
final command to be merry67. He then moves through a progression of thoughts: he starts 
by considering Pertelote’s personal charms, passes to a demonstration of his own 
knowledge of Latin, the language of authority, and ends with his firm resolution to defy 
dreams. Chauntecleer values Pertelote, of course, not for her herb-lore but for her 
physical attributes—the accidents that give her a beauty that does not speak to either 
experience or authority. It is the “beautee of youre face,” the “scarlet reed aboute youre 
yen” and “softe syde,” he tells her, that engenders the “blis,” “grace,” “joye,” and “solas” 
that embolden him to “diffye bothe sweven and dreem.” The contrast with Pertelote is 
telling. Whereas she had urged him to “Dredeth no dreem” based on her knowledge of 
herbs and humors, Chauntecleer instead finds courage in her fleshly beauty to dismiss the 
threat foreshadowed by his dream. It is, in fact, a misuse of the aesthetic because it does 
not lead him to enlightenment or safety. 
As such, his stance is illogical, to the point of paradox, yet it makes cock-eyed 
sense. He has argued dreams do prophesy future events, but he exempts himself from the 
rule, whether through courage or simply because he is dense (we might wonder if 
Chaucer is suggesting there is a relation between the two). He translates, as it were, this 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 At the same time, we can read this without the condescending tone and appreciate that 
this may be Chauntecleer’s attempt to assert his authority without disagreeing with 
Pertelote, by changing the topic in a manner that is complementary to her advice to be 
merry. 
 
67 His “myrth” is a direct translation of her “Be myrie.” 
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removal of his own body from his portentous fate, into his emphasis on Pertelote’s in the 
way he invites and reassigns bodily knowledge. Whereas Pertelote would discipline his 
body to restore his masculinity, thus establishing her mastery over him, Chauntecleer 
would indulge his roosterly desires for her, because they reestablish his husbandly 
mastery over her. So he focuses on Pertelote’s body at the start and on his own body 
conjoined with hers at the conclusion: consequently, “with that word he fley doun fro the 
beem” and “fethered Pertelote twenty tyme, / And trad hire eke as ofte, er it was pryme” 
(3172, 1377-8). Despite this, in the end, Chauntecleer does exactly what Pertelote 
instructs: he dreads no dream. He wins the debate for authority by acceding to his wife’s 
counsel. His victory is at once pyrrhic and comic: it is ironic. 
This circumscribed victory is reinforced by Chauntecleer’s inability to constitute 
himself as debater apart from Pertelote’s undermining of his own argument. We see this 
also when he linguistically prefigures his physical copulation with Pertelote by 
translating the Latin “In principio, Mulier est hominis confusio” as “Womman is mannes 
joye and al his blis.” Not only does he translate Pertelote’s appeal to Latin authorities; he 
“articulates and disarticulates” his wife to restore his own authority and, hence, identity. 
With this performance of translation, Chauntecleer assumes a heritage of authority 
verified by two modes of conflicting and yet overlapping kinds of knowledge: universal 
and personal. With the Latin, he marks his belonging to a celebrated official and 
masculine culture—to us, representative of a spiritual and intellectual heritage beginning 
with the fathers of the Church—that claims universal authority through privileged 
revelation of universal truth transmitted in an authorized language. By virtue of invoking 
the Latin, Chauntecleer gives his misogyny biblical backing. In contrast, with the Middle 
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English, he asserts his knowledge based on experience that is both natural and personal, 
but also authoritative because it is gendered: “Womman,” the complement to man, in his 
reading constitutes the natural means of his sexual gratification, his worldly pleasure. 
Chauntecleer knows personally the carnal joy and bliss man can have in possessing a 
wife; as he will later say, feeling her “softe syde.” In this way, the translational 
performance rewrites Pertelote’s comment in which she situates Chauntecleer as inheritor 
of an authority established by gender and heredity—he is the rightful successor of the 
roost and yard. However, the knowledge she references of his father’s death, even 
unknowing, is authoritative only because it is confirmed by experience. 
Chauntecleer further attempts to brandish his authority by substituting subjects; 
instead of himself, he inserts woman in general as the focus of attention. Where Pertelote 
had said “Be myrie, housbonde,” Chauntecleer replies by saying not “wif,” or “Madame 
Pertelote,” but “Mulier” and “Womman”68. In folding Pertelote into her species, he 
dissolves her as an individual. She becomes indistinguishable from all other women 
whose identity is not something peculiar to themselves but the outgrowth of their being 
man’s disorder (“confusio”) or his pleasure (“joye” and “blis”). In either formulation, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
68 Travis has similarly noted “that Pertelote is the sole auditor of Chauntecleer’s scholarly 
exercise. Furthermore, as his sister, paramour, and wife, she obviously embodies the 
semantic field of mulier at a most ‘discreet’ level of supposition. Yet Chauntecleer’s act 
of translation ultimately has the effect of ‘turning from, obliterating’ that female 
embodiment.” He continues, “In Chaucer’s fable…what gets lost in translation is the 
semantic valence and textual plenitude of the female body—mulier, “Womman,” and 
Pertelote.” He concludes, “Whether or not Chaucer is knowingly parodying this process 
of erasure, thereby enjoining his readers to recover that loss and restore that plenitude by 
revealing (or deconstructing) the Latin text’s original ‘truth’ and ‘wholeness,’ is one 
more tricky question concerning the imperfect, indeed impossible, art of translation” 
(103). 
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Pertelote is derivative to man69: as his confusion, a reordered version by which we 
discern and reaffirm the original (him) at the same time that we recognize the cause of 
dysfunction (her); as his joy and bliss, an object to be used by man for his purposes. By 
specifying the most prominent element of her identity, her gender, Chauntecleer effaces 
Pertelote’s knowledge, achievements, and character and the experiences she has shared 
with him that have made her particularly suited to responding to him in his specific 
context—in other words, the chance that she could act as an agent of aesthetic 
knowledge. Certainly, it is much easer to divest her of authority if, for all intents and 
purposes, she lacks the privileges of complex personhood. The effect, defining woman in 
terms of what she is not, is inherently ironic70.  
Whether he knows it or not, Chauntecleer’s performance exemplifies what Judith 
Butler describes as the process by which a subject like Chauntecleer—the “speaking ‘I’” 
(3)—is constituted. This process is inherently ironic, in that the subject defines himself 
by his opposite, “the abject.” Butler explains that the abject are “those who are not yet 
‘subjects,’ but who form the constitutive outside to the domain of the subject.” She 
continues, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69 She is derivative according to biblical sanction: Eve is created from Adam’s rib. 
 
70 Carolyn Dinshaw, Chaucer’s Sexual Poetics. Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1989, would define this as paradigmatic of Chaucer’s “sexual poetics”:  
Chaucerian irony is not simply saying one thing while meaning another, 
but saying one thing with a clear sense of and vivid interest in what is left 
out of that saying (and who it is who is not saying anything). These basic 
and notoriously “Chaucerian” poetic strategies must be understood in their 
social dimensions: Chaucer’s sexual poetics always engages the play 
between what is said and what is consequently not said, what is brought 
into being and what is thereby eliminated, who is talking and who is not 
talking, who or what is allowed to signify and who or what is not allowed 
to signify. (154-5) 
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The abject designates here precisely those ‘unlivable’ and ‘uninhabitable’ 
zones of social life which are nevertheless densely populated by those who 
do not enjoy the status of the subject, but whose living under the sign of 
the ‘unlivable’ is required to circumscribe the domain of the subject. This 
zone of uninhabitability will constitute the defining limit of the subject’s 
domain; it will constitute that site of dreaded identification against 
which—and by virtue of which—the domain of the subject will 
circumscribe its own claim to autonomy and to life. 
Butler concludes by clarifying that the abject “is, after all, ‘inside’ the subject as its own 
founding repudiation” (3). Chauntecleer similarly designates his autonomy and authority 
in terms of a womanly essence at once fundamentally antagonistic and absolutely 
necessary to his identity and wellbeing. At the same time, he situates himself as the 
speaking subject outside of the utterance—the universal male—who can articulate with 
the vowels of authority the truth of woman’s corrupting and elevating nature. Applying 
these contradicting terms to her allows him to evade and dismiss Pertelote’s 
characterization of him—when she positions him as a grammatical subject—as coward in 
the present and, should he be merry, future restored romantic champion. Moreover, this 
grammatical play works to re-establish his authority by suggesting, in the Latin, that 
Pertelote perpetuates disorder (confusio) through her presumptuous claim to authority 
and, in the Middle English, that she can return to her rightful, female place as 
Chauntecleer’s joy and bliss—to serve as his source of pleasure—if she leaves behind her 
foolhardy desire for mastery. 
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 At the heart of this performance, Chauntecleer’s paradoxical efforts to assert his 
authority, is a corresponding epistemological translation71. Like Chauntecleer, the Latin 
phrase, “In principio, / Mulier est hominis confusio—,” presents itself as authoritative 
judgment. What it announces is timeless truth, in the language that was the recognized 
vehicle of such truths. By virtue of its expression in Latin, we are encouraged to 
disregard the material and historical contingency of the pronouncement; even though it 
comes from the mouth of a henpecked rooster, its gendered special pleading is muted and 
cloaked by the language’s status as definitive, indeed biblically so. The Middle English 
translation, however, is inescapably gendered by its vernacular contingency and its 
subject matter. “Womman is mannes joye and al his blis”: woman exist so that men 
should take sensory delight in them. As such, the Middle English is everything that the 
Latin, apparently, is not, and this difference is designed to suggest that the form and 
content of the Middle English is lesser—subordinate in quality and truth to the Latin 
because it is limited to the material and particular, just as woman is the lesser version of 
man. 
 However, just as Chauntecleer, ironically, cannot define his identity and authority 
apart from Pertelote, neither can the epistemologies he invokes extricate themselves from 
one another in the act of making meaning. This inseparability is signaled when 
Chauntecleer insists that the Middle English captures the “sentence” of the Latin. At this 
moment of the conjoining the languages in meaning, we understand that their “sentence” 
together differs from whatever we decide they mean individually. For example, the glory 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
71 As Travis notes, “there is something about the juxtaposition of these two texts that 
seems dialogically meaningful: historically, textually, sexually, politically, and 
theologically, they ‘speak’ to each other” (95). 
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that the Middle English expresses regarding the female body throws into relief the 
historical misogyny coded into the Latin. By saying “In principio, Chauntecleer suggests 
the “mulier” is Eve. The phrase inevitably invokes the story of creation—a historical 
account—even as it strives to pronounce a universal judgment of its consequences in the 
present moment72. In her beginning, it was woman’s nature to be derivative of man—Eve 
was drawn from Adam’s rib; this confusion, in the etymological sense of the word—to 
melt together—then is joined to her moral nature as the source of man’s error and 
corruption. Not only in Eden; as “est” implies, woman continues to confuse men to this 
day. When joined to the Middle English, we see that the Latin is as culturally coded and 
fragmentary in its expression of truth as any vernacular.  
 If the Latin is historical and contingent, it also allows the Middle English to reveal 
its capacity to express the truth. If the Latin appears to invoke Eve, by the same logic of 
imposition the Middle English points to Mary. She is the “womman” who is all man’s joy 
and bliss—but only by being the womb to Jesus. Mary here is subordinated to men just as 
Eve, but this conjunction is translated in bono. Thus, as the Middle English translates the 
Latin, we are reminded that Mary is a translation of Eve. In other words, from “Mulier” 
to “Womman” the gender female undergoes a transformation, as woman does 
historically, from being the sign and potential cause of man’s disordered condition to the 
instrument that engenders the means by which he can transcend the world and its 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
72 Travis brilliantly summarizes the debate over the meaning of “In principio,” showing 
all of the Latin phrase’s suggestive, but incredibly difficult to prove, potential (92-103). It 
is, in Ginsberg’s words, “a logician’s dulcarnon” (11). For example, the Latin attempts to 
hide its contingency by invoking the first words shared by the Book of Genesis and the 
Gospel of John: “In Principio.” Travis explains that “throughout the Middle Ages in 
principio was often understood as signifying the veracity of God’s word—‘as true as the 
gospel.’ It is this level of meaning that [Derek] Pearsall judges to be the best translation 
for its localized use…” (99). 
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concerns. Mary is the one who by her carnal body brought forth the Word Incarnate. In 
this way, the Middle English becomes invested with the authority of the Latin and 
presents salvation history written in the key of redemption rather than sin; in contrast to 
the Latin, limited as it is by convention, the Middle English overtly encourages us to 
value the letter in order to better appreciate the spirit.  
Consequently, we realize that their meanings, separately and combined, are 
generated by a process of simultaneously looking forward and backward. The Latin 
represents the beginning of biblical history and Middle English represents its center and 
end point. This extra-temporality represents the performance’s larger epistemological 
truth: the one cannot express truth in full without (or even claim authority independent 
of) the other. Thus, this performance encourages us to question which statement is the 
original, which is the translation: the Latin simply because it is the language of cultural 
authority or the Middle English because it more accurately represents the spirit of God’s 
mercy, which, however, we recognize only by contrast to the Latin’s uncharitable 
sentiment? What we come to understand, as we translate Chauntecleer’s translation, is 
that both have the same claim to originality and being the rendering. Though they 
patently contradict one another, the authority of each is confirmed. Translation itself, as 
much as the elements translated, has become the object of aesthetic attention.  
This lesson turns ironic when Chauntecleer fails to translate his own translation 
by failing to recognize, that is, how his translation ought to inform his attitude toward his 
dream. He admits that he is seduced by Pertelote’s beauty into ignoring the warnings of 
his dream, even though he knows he will suffer for it. We see that he behaves in the same 
way with regard to the meaning of the Latin as he does when he makes his arguments 
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against Pertelote: he endorses their authority and then dismisses its application to himself. 
Moreover, he associates Pertelote with the pleasing ease of the vernacular, both of which 
he suggests encourage him to recklessly ignore danger73. Yet before he quotes the Latin, 
Chauntecleer appears to reaffirm his defense of dreams and the aesthetic knowledge they 
bring, though here he situates Pertelote’s body, not his own, as a source of that 
knowledge74. He claims that her beauty provides him “blis”: it is a sign of the “grace” 
God has bestowed on him. The word “blis” has considerable range of meaning in the 
Middle English, indicating joy and pleasure that were caused by material and carnal 
concerns up to ecstatic union with the divine. While it is clear that Chauntecleer means to 
emphasize the sexual pleasure he derives from Pertelote’s beauty, his use of the word, at 
least for us, still points beyond the corporeal. Because we have just read Chauntecleer’s 
translation, we feel prompted to recognize Pertelote’s beauty as a sign of the celestial joy 
and bliss that is truth: we translate Chauntecleer’s reading of his translation into an 
aesthetic knowledge that bounces us between Pertelote’s sensual charms and the celestial 
exultation they appear to occlude. In this way, simultaneously, Chauntecleer serves as 
both our surrogate and the aesthetic object: we experience through him a 
misunderstanding and misapplication of the aesthetic even as we are afforded the 
privilege of discerning why and how he is mistaken via the critical distance provided by 
the aesthetic. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
73 His personalized and visceral experience in Pertelote of “blis,” “grace,” “joye,” and 
“solas,” is more persuasive than the distant authority of the Latin that warns him of her 
seductive charms. 
 
74 This works both to legitimize his earlier claim regarding aesthetic knowledge by giving 
it objective distance and universal application—his is not the only body that produces 
aesthetic knowledge—and at the same time to undermine it by allowing him to repudiate 
that knowledge. 
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Chaucer’s Ironic Apology 
 The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, like Piers Plowman, appears at certain moments to 
deliberately misdirect readers away from its central apology of the aesthetic and 
vernacular imaginative literature. Yet, in the back and forth between poet and reader in 
this tale, we find it still laboring to craft a defense of the aesthetic. As we translate the 
poet through the Nun’s Priest, we enter the space engendered by the poem’s translational 
irony and aesthetically comprehend a truth wherein ethics and aesthetics become 
complementary: we must hold both at once. Such an opportunity first occurs just after 
Chauntecleer’s translational performance, when the Nun’s Priest interjects himself into 
the narrative to account for the seeming incongruity between his tale “of a cok” and the 
sober reflection he makes regarding Chauntecleer’s sudden “sorweful” change in mood:  
God woot that wordly joye is soon ago; 
And if a rethor koude faire endite, 
He in a cronycle saufly myghte it write 
As for a sovereyn notabilitee. (3206-9) 
For a moment, the Nun’s Priest leaves the fictional space of talking chickens and wishes 
to enter a different discursive space, the space of chronicles, where the truth that worldly 
joy is fleeting has already been uttered and recorded. The implication is that a historical 
record possesses greater truth-bearing potential—it can authoritatively express “sovereyn 
notabilitee”—than the imaginative fable of Chauntecleer. Even so, chronicles are 
aesthetic too: they are poised midway between historical particulars and general moral 
lessons drawn from them. In this way, they function very much like imaginative 
literature. Yet, in the next sentence the Nun’s Priest states:  
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Now every wys man, lat him herkne me; 
This storie is also trewe, I undertake, 
As is the book of Launcelot de Lake, 
That women holde in ful greet reverence. 
Now wol I torne agayn to my sentence. (3211-14) 
By claiming that this tale of Chauntecleer is as true as Authurian romances, the Nun’s 
Priest appears to ironically uphold his previous statement: imaginative literature is not as 
true as a chronicle. Even so, the Nun’s Priest returns to the space of fiction, insisting that 
it can relate the “sentence” of the esteemed book of Lancelot, or that his tale is true as is 
Lancelot. In this way, his two statements complement and contradict one another. 
Though, as he notes, one concerns historical fact and the other occupies itself with 
fiction, both are yet aesthetic. As Chauntecleer’s Middle English translates the Latin, the 
Nun’s Priest’s two statements regarding the verity of discursive epistemologies translate 
each other. 
That he genders the audience of these two texts—making a point of designating 
women, not men, as those who consume them—suggests the remark may be facetious: 
anything a woman would read cannot hold much authority or wisdom, just as a woman 
herself possesses neither mastery nor erudition. Rather, these texts are concerned with 
pleasure, the “myrie” substance which the Host requested. Like Pertelote, these tales 
present experiences of worldly, carnal pleasures. For truth we look to masculine 
epistemologies like chronicles, for delight we look to soft feminine romance. The only 
difficulty we might have in reading the Nun’s Priest’s irony “straight,” as it were, is that 
he has just finished narrating the debate and Chauntecleer’s translational performance. As 
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Chauntecleer translates Pertelote and his Middle English translates the Latin, we are, I 
think, to understand that vernacular imaginative literature translates authoritative 
epistemologies like the chronicle; though they contradict one another, yet the authority of 
both is confirmed75.  
 Nevertheless, the Nun’s Priest moves quickly past this point; he turns to Russell 
the “col-fox, ful of sly iniquitee,” foretold by Chauntecleer’s “heigh ymaginacioun” 
(3215-17). But again the Nun’s Priest cannot resist editorializing: 
O false mordrour, lurkynge in thy den! 
O newe Scariot, newe Genylon, 
False dissymulour, o Greek Synon, 
That brightest Troye al outrely to sorwe! (3226-9) 
We know the fox, according to the Nun’s Priest; he is as great a “dissymulour,” as Judas, 
betrayer of Christ; Ganelon, betrayer of Roland; and Synon, betrayer of Troy. In other 
words, we know Russell the same way Chauntecleer does: analogously. Judas, Ganelon, 
and Roland serve as a sign of Russell’s deceitful nature, the truth of a character’s 
essential quality. Here the Nun’s Priest expects us to translate between the historical 
particulars embodied by these textual examples and the general moral quality that they all 
share with Russell in order to comprehend the fox’s true nature. This is what makes the 
analogy aesthetic. What makes it ironic is that, in this moment, truth appears to serve 
fiction; these historical figures become the sign of the fictional Russell. The fox is being a 
fox, yet in being so he merges animal and human in ways that strict reasoning cannot 
fully explain. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75 He repeats in terms of gender Chauntecleer’s translation “confusio hominis” into “all 
man’s joye.” 
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 The Nun’s Priest does not allow us time to consider the problematic nature of the 
sign he has created; instead, he addresses Chauntecleer and bewails the rooster’s fate: 
O Chauntecleer, accursed be that morwe 
That thou into that yerd flaugh fro the bemes! 
Thou were ful wel ywarned by thy dremes 
That thilke day was perilous to thee. (3230-3)  
The Nun’s Priest indicates that he knows for a fact what Chauntecleer can only know as 
yet as a possibility; he grants himself this foreknowledge but then problematizes it by 
translating it into the realm of the aesthetic. If his character Chauntecleer insists on flying 
down from that beam, then it is as “God forwoot moot nedes bee,” he observes, thus 
excusing himself as author from responsibility for Chauntecleer’s immanent encounter 
with Russell (3234). Moreover, signaling his consciousness of his status as mere teller of 
tales, the Nun’s Priest is careful to recognize that this invocation of God’s foreknowledge 
is “After the opinioun of certain clerkis” (3235). Underscoring this unstable and 
paradoxical self-portrait of himself as powerless cause / unskilled author, the Nun’s Priest 
refers to the veracity dream, all at once deciding the issue the debate had left ambiguous. 
The desire for certainty, which aligns him with God’s omniscience, is a reflex of his 
embrace of the dangers one faces when the contingent meets the foreordained—the 
rooster will encounter the fox, how can it all end well? That it does, that the Nun’s Priest 
knows it does, shows that he knows he must make room for experience to bring itself into 
alignment with destiny. That room is fundamentally aesthetic.  
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This reference to dreams is important as the uncertainty it invokes underwrites the 
Nun’s Priest’s subsequent and seemingly tangential digression on the topic of 
foreknowledge: “Witnesse on hym that any parfit clerk is,” he orates, 
That in scole is greet altercacioun 
In this mateere, and greet disputisoun, 
And hath been of an hundred thousand men. 
But I ne kan nat bulte it to the bren 
As kan the hooly doctor Augustyn, 
Or Boece, or the Bisshop Bradwardyn, 
Wheither that Goddes worthy forwityng 
Streyneth me nedely for to doon a thing— 
“Nedely” clepe I simple necessitee— 
Or elles, if free choys be graunted me 
To do that same thing, or do it noght, 
Though God forwoot it er that I was wroght; 
Or if his wityng streyneth never a deel 
But by necessitee condicioneel. (3234-48) 
One hundred thousand men, Augustine and Bradwardine included, have not been able to 
determine whether or not God’s foreknowledge of events causes them to pass or men to 
act in accordance with providence; the Nun’s Priest is even less able to “bulte it to the 
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bren,” to sort what is true from what is false in these matters76. Such heavy, philosophical 
matters are far afield his own frivolous fable: 
My tale is of a cok, as ye may here, 
That tok his conseil of his wyf, with sorwe, 
To walken in the yerd upon that morwe 
That he hadde met that dreem that I yow tolde. (3249-52) 
But his bracketing of God’s foreknowledge in favor of returning to his simple tale is not 
the end of the discussion. Chauntecleer, the Nun’s Priest says, made the choice to follow 
Pertelote’s counsel, even though we know he did not accept her advice. Whether he 
intends to or not, the Nun’s Priest has imported those central philosophical questions 
regarding man’s personal responsibility into the tale, in effect making them more 
accessible to us and encouraging us to consider how we might answer them in light of 
Chauntecleer’s decisions. In this way the Nun’s Priest moves the reader into the aesthetic 
space he has created for himself. 
The Nun’s Priest then again speaks outside the narrative in order to marry 
misogyny and theology: 
Wommennes conseils been ful ofte colde; 
Wommannes conseil broghte us first to wo 
And made Adam fro Paradys to go, 
Ther as he was ful myrie and wel at ese. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
76 This is exactly what the Nun’s Priest asks readers to do at the end of the tale: to 
separate the fruit from the chaff. I will explore that final directive at the end of this 
chapter. 
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The Nun’s Priest excoriates “wommannes conseil,” identifying it, and the women who 
give it, as the cause of Adam’s expulsion from Paradise and commencing our confusion 
and our “wo”77. Then the Nun’s Priest suddenly reverses himself: 
But for I not to whom it myght displease, 
If I conseil of women wolde blame, 
Passe over, for I seyde it in my game. 
Rede auctours, where they trete of swich mateere, 
And what they seyn of women ye may here. 
Thise been the cokes wordes, and nat myne; 
I kan noon harm of no woman divyne. (3249-66) 
He clearly has just noticed the Prioress, who is his superior. He therefore distances 
himself from responsibility for what “auctours” have said about women, shifts the blame 
to the rooster, and then finds all women entirely blameless. Chaucer has just translated 
the ethical debate about free will and the responsibility it imposes on us into high 
comedy. We see the Nun’s Priest falling into the same trap as Chauntecleer: the meaning 
of his words will alienate the one person who superintends his day-to-day existence. He 
must mollify her: just as Chauntecleer offered sweet words in the Middle English to 
cover his condemning characterization of woman in Latin, the Nun’s Priest translates 
Chauntecleer’s defiance into submission by shifting responsibility for his misogyny onto 
clerks and the “cokes words.” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77 “Wo,” of course, produces an echo of its opposite “merry,” recalling the debate and, in 
the context of a discussion of Paradise, the “myrthe” of Chauntecleer’s translational 
performance.  
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 Through the Nun’s Priest’s bumbling we understand the answer to the 
philosophical question—who is responsible for a man’s actions—in poetic terms. 
Chauntecleer may defer responsibility to Pertelote for his choices and the Nun’s Priest 
may seek to transfer responsibility for the content of his tale to its main character, but, as 
we learn, such moves are wholly insufficient, unsatisfying, and untrue. Likewise, we as 
readers must bear responsibility for how we interpret signs and consequently act, even 
when we would interpret the text, as it perhaps encourages us, to fulfill our desires. This, 
then, is the lesson we translate from the Nun’s Priest’s irony; we aesthetically recognize 
both Chauntecleer’s and the Nun’s Priest’s failures and, in separating ourselves from 
them, we posit other responses as truer: we understand the aesthetic’s necessary function 
in dialogue with ethics.  
Mistranslation Translated: The Moralitates of Rooster, Fox, and Narrator 
 In the concluding movement of The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, we experience the final 
test of the aesthetic, in which the lessons of the narrative and those of the Nun’s Priest’s 
ironic apology are redeployed to create the tale’s ultimate statement on the aesthetic. In 
this, we again move back and forth between authority and experience, ethics and poetics 
to find once more that we must hold these opposites in resolution to appreciate what is for 
us the complex truth to which they together point. From his philosophical detour, the 
Nun’s Priest returns to his narrative; he describes how it “bifel that, as he caste his ye / 
Among the wortes on a boterflye” Chauntecleer espied Russell the fox “that lay ful lowe" 
(3273-5). Chauntecleer sounds the alarm with his “Cok! cok!” for, as the Nun’s Priest 
explains it, “natureelly a beest desireth flee / Fro his contrarie, if he may it see, / Though 
he never erst hadde seyn it with his ye” (3277-81). Natural law governs Chauntecleer in 
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this moment, which is not subject to choice or error: instinct urges him rightly to flee. 
Yet, Russell uses words—rhetoric—which arrests Chauntecleer and induces him not to 
follow his natural impulse. Russell seduces: “But trewely, the cause of my comynge / 
Was oonly for to herkne how that ye synge” the fox insists (3289-90). The fox goes on to 
claim that Chauntecleer sings better than “my lord youre fader—God his soule blesse!—” 
who, along with the rooster’s mother “Han in myn hous ybeen to my greet ese” (3295-7). 
Russell’s words courteously flatter Chauntecleer. Even so, along with his instinctive fear, 
the rooster should recognize that Russell has thinly cloaked his murder of the 
Chauntecleer’s parents. In effect, Russell has cast Chauntecleer as Chauntecleer earlier 
cast Pertelote: as an object of seduction. Chauntecleer is now gendered as feminine 
through Russell’s successful appeal to his vanity. Yet, in this Russell associates himself 
with Eve, as the confusio of Chauntecleer, both gendering and aestheticizing himself. The 
fox becomes the aesthetic object that will engender our aesthetic experience.  
 To this end, we witness how just as Chauntecleer ignored the nod to family 
history in Pertelote’s “Fader kyn,” he ignores the subtext in Russell’s words. And just as 
he follows Pertelote’s advice, even though he argues against it, and chooses to ignore his 
dream, so here he follows Russell’s advice, even as he ignores his innate knowledge that 
the fox is his enemy: 
But certeyn, ther nys no comparisoun  
Bitwixe the wisedom and discrecioun  
Of youre fader and of his subtiltee.  
Now syngeth, sire, for seinte charitee;  
Lat se; konne ye youre fader countrefete? (3317-21) 
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By asking Chauntecleer to counterfeit his father, he offers him the chance to equal his 
authority as a master of morning song—the cock-a-doodle-doo that is supposed to 
awaken all to the coming day. Indeed, the request is inherently ironic: this song he 
requests is supposed to open one’s eyes and keep them open; to comply Chauntecleer 
closes his eyes. Of course, Russell’s appeal is calculated: he knows that by setting up a 
“comparisoun” between father and son he will stoke Chauntecleer’s competitiveness, and 
he is counting on the fact that Chauntecleer will prove no different from his father with 
regard to his vanity and indiscretion. Neither, in his mind, possesses the “wisedom and 
discrecioun” that is really important, that regards not the art of song but of survival. In 
this, Russell turns Chauntecleer into a player piano, one for which Russell has provided 
the music roll. Here Chaucer exhibits the dangers of the aesthetic to overcome discretion 
with seductive feeling. Chauntecleer cannot pass the opportunity to prove his excellence: 
“This Chauntecller his wynges gan to bete, / As man that koude his traysoun nat espie, / 
So was he ravysshed with his flaterie” (3322-4). He cannot sense Russell’s “traysoun” 
because he is too enamored with the task of counterfeiting: he is consumed by a desire to 
literally be his father, or at least the father expressed in Russell’s “flaterye,” the one 
deserving of such enormous praise. Oddly—ironically—by trying to sing as beautifully 
as his father, he renders himself one dimensional and uniform: that is, un-aesthetic. 
At any rate, Chauntecleer is “by the gargat hente” and carried off by Russell. 
Commenting on Chauntecleer’s tragic state, the Nun’s Priest says: 
Allas, ye lordes, many a fals flatour 
Is in youre courtes, and many a losengeour, 
That plesen yow wel moore, by my feith, 
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Than he that soothfastnesse unto yow seith. 
Redeth Ecclesiaste of flaterye; 
Beth war, ye lords of hir trecherye. (3322-30) 
His comment is political: he associates flattery with the court, a place where language 
artfully appeals to the sensual pleasure of gratifying the ego of the powerful. By using 
flattery to sway Chauntecleer, Russell represents the potential of rhetoric and fiction to 
turn us away from the truth. Certainly, the sweetness of his words appears to distract 
Chauntecleer from their problematic content. But even as he decries fiction and rhetoric, 
the Nun’s Priest defends it by making his lesson aesthetic: in applying authoritative 
knowledge to the narrative points of this tale—generalizing about flattery to explain 
Russell’s enchantment of Chauntecleer—he translates the universal into particular terms.  
We in turn translate Chauntecleer’s failure and realize that while Russell’s words are 
pleasing, his address undoes itself by pointing to Chauntecleer Sr. In this way, by stating 
the unsuitability of the flattering modes, the Nun’s Priest ironically affirms the authority 
of the experiential narrative to express reliable and privileged knowledge.  
 Returning to the narrative, the Nun’s Priest shows that, unlike the Monk, he 
knows that victory can be snatched from the jaws of defeat. Chauntecleer hears the lesson 
to which he has so long deafened his ears. He trumps the fox by counterfeiting him:  
...Sire, if that I were as ye 
Yet sholde I seyn, as wys God helpe me, 
“Turneth agayn, ye proude cherles alle! 
A verray pestilence upon yow falle! 
Now I am come unto the wodes syde; 
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Maugre youre heed, the cok shal heere abyde. 
I wol hym ete, in feith, and that anon!” (3407-13) 
Then “he [Russell] spak that word” and “al sodeynly / This cok brak from his mouth 
delyverly, / And heighe upon a tree he fleigh anon” (3415-7). As Russell, for ease of 
capture, persuaded Chauntecleer to sing by closing his eyes and stretching out his neck, 
Chauntecleer, for ease of escape, has flattered Russell into opening his mouth to declaim 
his superiority. He realizes that Russell dismisses the variations between material beings 
and their ever-changing contexts and, consequently, overlooks the power of personal 
experience. Russell ignores the clues of Chauntecleer’s intent; the rooster speaks of what 
he would do in Russell’s place—crow, Chauntecleer-like about his victory—thus 
allowing Chauntecleer to escape. We see that Chauntecleer has learned to adapt—
translate—Russell’s trick, to suit the fox in particular, in order to free himself. That is, he 
remains himself as he puts himself in Russell’s place. This is the aesthetic effect of 
literature, the experience it offers its readers; to inhabit the experience of another while 
remaining observantly detached. 
The tale ends by showing this variation-on-a-theme trickery translated into the 
obligatory morals each character expresses at the close of the tale78. Chauntecleer, 
responding to Russell’s attempts to persuade him once more into surrendering himself, 
explains, 
“Nay thane,” quod he, “I shrewe us bothe two. 
And first I shrewe myself, bothe blood and bones, 
If thou bigyle me ofter than ones. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78 Like Pertelote and Chauntecleer, Ginsberg has noted how Chauntecleer and Russell 
translate one another in this moment (14). 
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Thou shalt namoore thurgh thy flaterye 
Do me to synge and wynke with myn ye; 
For he that wynketh, whan he sholde see, 
Al wilfully, God lat him nevere thee!” (3426-32) 
He says that he will curse himself if Russell succeeds in fooling him again. What he 
means is that though his roosterliness was enough to let him know the fox was his enemy, 
even nature needs experience to bring its truth fully into force. Now he recognizes that he 
had already possessed the vicarious experience (his father’s fate) and the authoritative 
knowledge necessary to understand what instinct urged. His authoritative pronouncement 
on his experience—not to wink “whan he sholde see”—indicates that he knows he should 
be what he essentially is: a rooster, who keeps his eyes open unless they are shut by 
pride. This self-pronouncement is both ironic and aesthetic. He knows what he is in terms 
of behavior directly opposed to how he has acted; his knowledge of himself as rooster has 
been gained by bodily experience and intellectual reflection on that experience. His 
pronouncement is also ironic because it is incomplete; his nature as a rooster includes 
opening his mouth. It is Russell who supplies the missing element, even though the 
lesson he learns applies directly to his own experience: “Nay...but God yeve hym 
meschaunce, / That is so undiscreet of governaunce / That jangleth whan he sholde holde 
his pees” (3433-35). Smooth talking landed the rooster in his jaws, but opening his mouth 
again lost it. The fox’s moral supplements Chauntecleer’s, even as Chauntecleer’s 
supplements the fox’s: both translate one another in the way the English and Latin 
translate one another in Chauntecleer’s performance. Together, these two moralitas 
demonstrate that each articulation of essential truth is applicable to each character, and 
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combined they represent the best advice for how we should read and speak. Each action 
opposing yet constituting the other, the realizations the fox and rooster come to are 
aesthetic.  
Lest we underestimate the gravity of the characters’ moralitates—this is, after all, 
a fable for children—the Nun’s Priest concludes by clarifying the meaning of his tale: 
But ye that holden this tale a folye, 
As of a fox, or of a cok and hen, 
Taketh the moralite, goode men. 
For Seint Paul seith that al that written is, 
To oure doctrine it is ywrite, ywis; 
Takth the fruyt, and lat the chaf be stille79. 
Now goode God, if that it be thy wille, 
As seith my lord, so make us alle goode men, 
And brynge us to his heighe blisse! Amen. (3438-46) 
The Nun’s Priest tries again to divest himself of the responsibility of questionable, 
wicked, silly, or incongruous aspects in the tale, this time by insisting that he shares St. 
Paul’s intention that all written works instruct us in truth, even if his text is clumsy and 
inept. He is, in other words, apologizing for those who do wink when they should not and 
jangle when they ought not, for even he who jangles can utter some manner of truth, even 
a man who winks when he should see can learn something valuable from the experience. 
It seems that the Nun’s Priest fails to understand the moralitates of his own characters, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79 This line picks up the “bulte it to the bren” imagery of the Nun’s Priest’s earlier 
comments on the complexity of foreknowledge and the authorities devoted to analyzing 
the concept. 
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except toward the end when he ironically summarizes them in the most authentic, poetic, 
and ethical moralitas in the line: “Takth the fruyt, and lat the chaf be stille.” He 
paraphrases the scriptural aphorism that tells us to keep the wheat, the moral kernel, and 
burn the chaff, the entertaining fiction of the tale80. Yet, the Nun’s Priest’s translation 
substitutes “fruyt” for wheat.  Fruit denotes what is sweet and delectable and nutritious. 
The fruit of this tale is its fiction and its moral: it is the aesthetic resolution of discourses 
Paul would say are opposed to each other. The Nun’s Priest’s injunction sends us back to 
the tale so that we might assess how and why Pertelote, Chauntecleer, Russell, and the 
narrator himself are both right and wrong at various moments As we translate, we bounce 
pleasurably back and forth, finally comprehending truth in the way best suited to our own 
complex and contradictory natures. For Chaucer, this happens by the power of the 
aesthetic. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
80 As E. Talbot Donaldson, Speaking of Chaucer, New York: Norton, 1970, wrote long 
ago, speculating as to what constitutes the fruit and the chaff in this tale, the chaff is the 
fruit (150). 
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CHAPTER 4 
PARODIC AESTHETICS IN FRAGMENT VII OF THE CANTERBURY TALES 
 
“…the Canterbury Tales is the richest exploration of how all literary 
forms, those for profit as well as pleasure, may be used and abused.” 
Glending Olson, Literature as Recreation in the Later Middle Ages 
 
At the midpoint of Fragment VII, the pilgrim Chaucer is interrupted in his 
storytelling by the Host, who protests the “drasty speche” of the “rym doggerel” that is 
Sir Thopas (VII. 923-5). The rhymed romance Chaucer has been telling is, according to 
the Host, “nat worth a toord! Thou doost noght elles but despendest tyme” (929-30). The 
tale is excrement, pure waste; words are spent but they are empty of value. The Host 
therefore requests that Chaucer tell another story, “in prose somwhat… / In which ther be 
som murthe or som doctrine” (934-5). Chaucer agrees, and in preparing the pilgrims for a 
“moral tale virtuous, / Al be it told somtyme in sundry wyse / Of sundry folk, as I shal 
yow devyse” (1000-2), he justifies the way in which he is about to tell his story: 
As thus: ye woot that every Evaungelist 
That telleth us the peyne of Jhesu Crist 
Ne seith nat alle thyng as his felawe dooth; 
But nathelees hir sentence is al sooth, 
And alle acorden as in hire sentence, 
Al be ther in hir tellyng difference. 
For somme of hem seyn moore, and somme seyn lesse, 
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Whan they his pitous passioun expresse— 
I meene of Mark, Mathew, Luc, and John— 
But doutelees hir sentence is al oon. (943-52) 
His tale is one that has been told in various ways by various storytellers, but one should 
not overvalue the differences. As an example, he notes that though one of the Evangelists 
says more and another less about Christ’s passion, their “sentence,” the essential meaning 
of their accounts, is the same. The Gospels are not at odds but supplement one another 
because they all express the same, singular truth. Behind Chaucer’s remarks is the idea 
that language itself is fragmentary and imperfect. No one Gospel can entirely capture the 
essence of Christ’s suffering, but taken together, each recounting becomes part of the 
universal and accessible vision of God’s otherwise ineffable truth81. 
 It appears that Chaucer points to the authoritative example of the Evangelists for 
the purpose of securing the receptivity of his audience to his next tale, The Tale of 
Melibee; even if it is apparently not original, he doesn’t want it rejected the way Thopas 
has been. Thopas, after all, was also someone else’s tale, the best Chaucer says he knew. 
Now he says, “If that yow thynke I varie as in my speche, / As thus, though that I telle 
somewhat moore / Of proverbs than ye han herd bifoore” (954-6), he cautions, “Blameth 
me nat; for, as in my sentence, / Shul ye nowher fynden difference / Fro the sentence of 
this tretys lyte” (961-3). The substance of the tale he will tell, he assures the pilgrims, is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81 It seems from this passage that Chaucer does not exempt a divinely inspired text from 
the inherent fallibility of human language. But these are the pilgrim Chaucer’s words, and 
as the last chapter has taught us, Chaucerian irony urges us to hold opposites in 
resolution. Consequently, we can think that Chaucer the poet does not subscribe to what 
his pilgrim persona implies while at the same time believing he does, at least in some 
measure. More so, I think that the pilgrim’s implication is partially true, according to the 
poet: it needs its contrary, which we supply, to express truth fully to us. 
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exactly the same as it is in those versions they may have encountered previously. Though 
he may add extra proverbs, they are “To enforce with th’effect of my mateere” (958); that 
is, they are stylistic flourishes that buttress the moral sentence. Thus, these differences, 
assuming a reader might notice them, do not indicate a change in meaning or an alteration 
of truth but refer to elements of expression that help us better comprehend that truth. 
These lines suggest that the univocal meaning all the accounts share is what is of primary 
importance; of less moment are the often-contradictory means by which we arrive at it82. 
 In short, Chaucer’s justification for his upcoming tale appears to function 
simultaneously as a theory of translation and a defense of the translator-poet and his 
product. By the time he wrote The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer had already been called the 
“grant translator” by Deschamps; yet translated texts never commanded the respect of 
their originals, especially if they were in Latin or French, nor was a translator (compiler, 
and commentator) ever considered an auctor83. That is not to say that the Middle Ages 
were not acutely aware of the difficulties posed by translation and the rare value of one 
that adeptly managed them84. By creating an apparently inept poet-pilgrim alter-ego, and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
82 It is difficult to know if the original audience of this tale would have had the original 
source(s) in mind or recognized the changes from French to Middle English. Equally 
difficult to ascertain is if we are to read the passage as referring to Thopas, which 
requires us to understand “of” as “in” in the line “Fro the sentence of this tretys lyte” 
(963). I consider this problem in greater depth later in the chapter when I return to the 
relationship of Sir Thopas and The Tale of Melibee. 
 
83 As Minnis explains, “Two criteria for the award of this accolade [auctor] were tacitly 
applied: ‘intrinsic worth’ and ‘authenticity.’” A translation may have intrinsic worth—it 
might “conform, in one way or another, with Christian truth” (10)—but lacks 
authenticity—“a genuine production of a named auctor” (11). 
 
84 In Disseminal Chaucer, Travis summarizes the “problems of translation” that plagued 
expert translators like Chaucer: “the truthfulness or untruthfulness of translation; ‘literal’ 
vs. ‘free’ translation; the relationship of individual words to the text’s overall sentence; 
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then telling a tale in prose, Chaucer marks his own Canterbury performance as a complex 
commentary on the nature of translation and vernacular poetic authority.  
Yet, this is a commentary, I argue, that extends throughout the entire fragment. 
Others have similarly noted the fragment’s preoccupation with literary production and the 
role of the poet85. Astell, for instance, has argued that the fragment demonstrates a 
“systematic exploration of the making of poetry” (Chaucer and the Universe 179), 
locating in “the tales of Thopas and Melibee” a “key that unlocks the whole structure of 
the fragment as a systematic exploration of the four Aristotelian causes of books” in 
which each tale serves as a singular “exemplum” of one of the four causes (181). For 
Astell, The Shipman’s Tale and The Prioress’s Tale together represent Chaucer as causa 
efficiens, “the poet himself in his twofold representation as a well-trained craftsman and a 
channel of inspired utterance” (181-2); in Sir Thopas and The Tale of Melibee he is the 
causa finalis, paraphrased in the Horatian precept that literature must “ delight and 
teach”; in The Monk’s Tale Chaucer operates as causa materialis, the substance or 
content matter, and with The Nun’s Priest’s Tale he is the causa formalis, the form that 
shapes the materia (181-2)86. In this way, Astell notes, with each tale Chaucer “creates in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
the translator’s intent versus his readers’ construction of that intent; the translator’s craft 
as noninterventionist compilator; the translator’s accountability for the ideas expressed in 
her translation; the power of any translation to express the same ‘conclusions’ as are in 
the original” (94). 
 
85 See Lee Patterson, “ ‘What Man Artow?’: Authorial Self-Definition in The Tale of Sir 
Thopas and The Tale of Melibee,” SAC 11 (1989): 117-75. 
 
86 Ultimately, I do not fully agree with Astell’s reading as it is rather forced, though I do 
find her instinct to read the tales in pairs responding to one another perceptive and useful 
and her conclusion that the poet is interrogating the role and authority of the artist in 
literary creation correct.  
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each of the pilgrims a different persona of himself as artist” and engenders a “heightened 
critical awareness” of his literary work and the central role of translation in it (180-1). 
 Travis locates what Astell calls “Chaucer’s self-reflexivity” in his use of parody. 
The stylistic failure of the first five tales, he argues, are meant to set in relief the 
fragment’s final tale, in which Chaucer “selects, exaggerates, and spotlights the essential 
features of [his] craft in order to invite a more fully nuanced rereading of [his] artistic 
achievements” (Disseminal 13-14)87. In The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, Travis argues, 
Chaucer’s “representation of reality” is “more verdical, instructive, and liberating.” “At 
the height of his career,” he says, “Chaucer evidently lost interest in merely writing one 
masterpiece after another.” Rather, in the first five tales, he presented  
… a blinkered vision of literature’s relation to the world, each leaving 
something most deeply to be desired by the reader. Thus, in Fragment VII 
The Shipman’s Tale succeeds after a fashion—but only as a mirthless 
fabliau. The pieties of The Prioress’s Tale teeter on the cusp of self-
parody. The Tale of Sir Thopas trips over its own eagerness to provide 
solaas. The Melibee submerges itself under a compulsive need to provide 
undiluted sentence. And the countless “tragedies” of The Monk’s Tale lock 
onto automatic pilot rather than stopping once they have made their tragic 
point.  
In the end, Travis notes, “the only “self-knowing” parodic success in Fragment VII is its 
final tale, a beast fable that distills in 646 lines just about everything we might wish to 
find in a single literary artifact” (324). 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
87 Travis describes the tales leading to The Nun’s Priest’s Tale as “designed as a parodic 
experiment in the aesthetics of partial failure” (13). 
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I agree with Travis that the fragment acts as an experiment in parody and that the 
first five tales in it are “partial failures” that urge schooled readers to consider the 
“artistic achievements” of the final tale. Again, however, I think the fragment is more 
than Chaucer’s apology for his own canon of work. I believe that, as a whole and in its 
last tale, the group operates as a defense of the aesthetic and imaginative poetic literature 
as its privileged vehicle. By means of the ethical and stylistic misprisions of the first five 
tales, the fragment poses a series of aesthetic and poetic problems that are rehearsed and 
resolved in The Nun’s Priest’s Tale. At the same time, I argue that each subgroup of two 
tales engages in a conversation such that an aesthetic problem posed by the first is 
addressed by the second. The fragment divides into three groups of two tales that, like 
Chauntecleer and Pertelote’s debate, “mimic and unsay” one another. When we take the 
tales as an ensemble, in the way that the pilgrim Chaucer takes the Gospels, we recognize 
that the “sentence” they each share is their apology for the aesthetic. Specifically, they 
each highlight their shortcomings by presenting, or pondering, an act of actual or 
metaphorical translation. Each tale lets the reader hear, as it were, that something is 
missing: this is the effect of parody. Indeed, each tale prompts the reader to supply that 
missing voice and create a dialogue—between text and reader, text and text—that in 
effect remasters whatever is monoaural by translating it into stereo. 
Parody and The Shipman’s Tale: Poetics of Exchange 
To appreciate how Chaucer makes parody the privileged mode of the aesthetic 
and imaginative literature in Fragment VII, we must begin with the failures of translation 
in the fragment’s first tale, The Shipman’s Tale. In the person of the monk John, these 
failures are deliberate corruptions; he enters into the linguistic field associated with both 
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the merchant and his wife, adapting his words so that they operate effortlessly to effect 
mercantile or sexual exchange, while at the same time subverting the spiritual values that 
ground the common “sentence” all their languages share. John’s ability to translate each 
parlance of exchange so that it speaks for his own satisfaction represents and seems to 
affirm institutional beliefs regarding the parodic and thus corrupted nature of vernacular 
imaginative literature. Thus, by adopting this monovocal perspective on the intertwining 
arts of translation and poetry, this first tale stages its aesthetic failure.  
The monk’s first corruption of translation occurs when the merchant’s “goode 
wyf” (92) meets “Daun John” in the garden where he “walketh to and fro” early one 
morning (90). Prompted by John’s lewd suggestion that she “labored sith the nyght 
bigan” and should still be abed with her husband, the wife admits that unhappiness has 
brought her out to wander the garden before breakfast. John presses her to “telleth me 
youre grief,” and he assures her, 
Paraventure I may, in youre mischief, 
Conseille or helpe; and therefore telleth me  
Al youre anoy, for it shal been secree. 
For on my portehors I make an ooth 
That nevere in my lyf, for lief ne looth, 
Ne shal I of no conseil yow biwreye. (128-33) 
Here he translates his Christian duty to keep confession confidential into an offer to fulfill 
the duties of a courtly “ami” such as one finds in love romances. He might be able to 
advise or help her with her problem, and he promises by swearing on his breviary to keep 
secret the help he gives her. He wants her to unburden herself of her troubles, in 
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exchange for which he will give moral advice and guidance. But the stress he puts on 
secrecy has already shaded into one of the standard requirements for a love affair as 
elaborated by Capellanus. We see also that he translates the space that should, for him, 
function the way a cloister does in a monastery into an enclosed place of deal-making and 
exchange that parallels the merchant’s counting chamber88. Thus, he turns a domestic 
garden into a garden of deceit. 
 The wife seems to recognize all this and responds in kind:  
Ne shal I nevere, for to goon to helle, 
Biwreye a word of thing that ye me telle, 
Nat for no cosynage ne alliance, 
But verraily for love and affiance. (137-40)  
In exchange for his words of aid, she pledges her silence on the topic of their meeting; 
out of “love” and “affiance.” She uses “affiance,” which means to trust on faith and 
whose overtones are religious, to suggest a more worldly relationship, just as John had. 
At the same time the religious connotations she undermines work to affirm the 
correctness of her promise not to disclose her affairs even to her husband, the one person 
with whom she shares a prior “alliance” and with whom John claims “cosynage.” She has 
translated John’s offer of secrecy, but instead of generating productive difference, her 
sentence uniformly repeats his. It is this sort of translation sans “difference” that marks it 
as un-aesthetic.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
88 Recall that at this moment in the narrative the merchant is in his counting chamber, 
oblivious to the exchanges occurring in his own garden. Following her tête-à-tête with the 
monk, the wife, in good humor once more, goes to roust out the merchant from his 
workspace.  
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Their oaths made, what they have promised one another takes on quite different 
meaning once John has understood the nature of the wife’s complaint. She tells him of 
her husband’s “nygardye” in matters of sex and financial allowance (172): not only is she 
grieved by lack of intercourse, but due to his miserliness, she explains, “A Sonday next I 
moste nedes paye / An hundred frankes” she has borrowed for the costly “arraye” she 
purchased for herself (179-81). She then requests John “lene me thise hundred frankes,” 
and she “wol nat faille yow my thankes” (187-8). To sell this proposal, a variation on the 
theme of John’s initial promise of charitable exchange, she promises “For at a certeyn 
day I wol yow paye, / And doon to yow what pleasance and service / That I may doon, 
right as yow list devise” (189-92). Here the wife uses the language of commerce to 
negotiate a sexual transaction that translates the monk into a merchant. And by turning 
him into a merchant, she in effect translates him into her husband; this is her way of 
keeping fidelity while practicing adultery. In other words, the “sentence” that underlies 
her dealings is the same sentence that underlies the Monk’s; even if the actions differ, 
they have made themselves fungible commodities.  
John accepts the lady’s proposition: 
Now trewely, myn owene lady deere, 
I have…on yow so greet a routhe 
That I yow swere, and plighte yow my trouthe, 
That whan youre housbonde is to Flaundres fare, 
I wol delyvere yow out of this care; 
For I wol brynge yow an hundred frankes. (196-200) 
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He claims to feel such pity for her that he promises to bring her the money when her 
husband is away. But we know this expression of pity to be a form of double speak when 
he indicates what sort of “pleasance and service” he expects in return on that day: “And 
with that word he caught hire by the flankes, / And hire embraceth harde, and kiste hire 
ofte” (202-3). With this translation of francs into flanks, he answers both of her problems, 
and we understand that the charitable exchange of “conseille” is no more than a cover for 
prostitution. Thus, with each turn, John and the wife translate one another and the term 
“conseille” is devalued by taking on carnal meaning; instead of offering help to another, 
it betokens self-gratification.  
We mark a similar devaluation through exchange that occurs in John’s 
interactions with the merchant. When the merchant takes leave of the monk to journey to 
Bruges on business, he extends his generosity, saying “that any thing by day or nyght, / 
… / That ye me wol comande in any wyse, / It shal be doon right as ye wol devyse” (265-
8). John is quick to respond: 
I wolde prey yow: for to lene me 
An hundred frankes, for a wyke or tweye, 
For certein beestes that I moste beye, 
To store with a place that is oures. 
God helpe me so, I wolde it were yours! (270-4) 
Given his previous conversation with the wife, we know why John asks for the francs and 
that the “certain beestes” he plans to buy and “store in a place that is oures” includes the 
wife whose sexual favors he will purchase and enjoy in the merchant’s own home. The 
merchant, unaware of John’s parodic speech, continues to discuss earnestly the perils of 
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mercantile exchange. He finds John’s request quite small and claims extravagantly, or 
perhaps charitably, “My gold is yours, whan that it yow leste, / And nat oonly my gold, 
but my chaffare. / Take what yow list; God shilde that ye spare” (284-6). He gives John 
permission to borrow both his money and his merchandise. An unwitting Anthony, he 
gives all he has, metaphorically; John, on his side, makes the merchant follow him. Of 
course, the merchant-husband does not recognize that in speaking of “chaffare,” he has 
given John authorization to borrow and use his wife. The religious subtext that structures 
the merchant’s speech John once again translates so that it aids his own carnal desires. 
 One reason the merchant fails to recognize the danger implicit in his own 
generosity is that he believes in the moral clarity of his mercantile discourse. All 
economic exchange implicitly asks to be measured against Christ’s Redemption, which is 
framed in Scripture as an exchange of precious goods: God remits payment for 
mankind’s sin in Eden, which no human can pay, by accepting the willing sacrifice of his 
only Son89. From one point of view, Scripture elevates the language of commerce; it 
implies that every material transaction has a spiritual foundation that it should recognize. 
In other words, the economics of redemption highlight the virtue of charity—that it is in 
essence an exchange—by expressing it in commercial terms. The result is a paradox: a 
Christian is a wise merchant who sells all he has on earth and follows God to heaven. The 
merchant of The Shipman’s Tale appears to take this understanding of mercantile ethics 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
89 Of course, Scripture uses a more antique notion of commerce: the goods of war, 
wherein a people are considered the chattel of the lord and traded as such. They are 
described in terms of being captives and prisoners. Before the rise of the mercantile class, 
this metaphor certainly appealed to and reaffirmed notions of social order provided by the 
medieval estate structure (wherein serfs were the property of lords). However, the 
underlying discourse of trade makes this metaphor well-suited to the emergent mercantile 
mindset of the fourteenth century. See Ephesians 4:7-10. 
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to heart, insofar as he is able to express it in his proto-capitalist way. We see this in the 
way he is introduced to us:  
A marchant whilom dwelled at Seint-Denys, 
That riche was, for which men helde hym wys. 
A wyf he hadde of excellent beautee; 
And compaignable and revelous was she, 
Which is a thing that causeth more dispence 
Than worth is al the chiere and reverence 
That men hem doon at festes and at daunces. 
Swiche salutaciouns and contenaunces 
Passen as dooth a shadwe upon the wal; 
But wo is hym that payen moot for al! 
The sely housbonde, algate he moot paye, 
He moot us clothe, and he moot us arraye, 
Al for his owene worshipe richely, 
In which array we daunce jolily. 
And if that he noght may, par aventure, 
Or ellis list no swich dispence endure, 
But thynketh it is wasted and ylost, 
Thanne moot another payen for oure cost, 
Or lene us gold, and that is perilous. 
This noble marchaunt heeld a worthy hous, 
For which he hadde alday so greet repair 
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For his largesse, and for his wyf was fair, 
That wonder is; but herkneth to my tale. (1-23) 
The merchant is rich, for which he is considered wise. He is, apparently, astute in his 
craft. But if a good merchant knows the value of something and is able to profit from it, 
this trader seems to have been buffaloed by marrying a beautiful, pleasure-seeking wife. 
Even though she is a drain on his resources, however, the narrating voice recognizes that 
material goods are impermanent and ultimately of little value. The mixture of attitudes is 
strange; here spiritual and material are juxtaposed, not translated.  
 Similarly juxtaposed rather than translated is the gender of the speaking voice. 
This passage begins as the narrator seems to adopt the merchant’s point of view but then 
shifts to give voice to the wife’s; indeed the wife herself directly speaks out. The 
Shipman90 emphasizes the merchant’s expertise in trade and generosity: the wealth he 
generates opens his home to “so greet repair,” the entertaining of whom allows him to 
show his “largesse.” He also describes the “revelous” wife, who adds to the merchant’s 
generosity through the display of her “excellent beautee” and “fair” manner. But 
somewhere in these lines the gender of the narrating voice changes, and with the shift we 
begin to suspect that both the merchant’s mercantile and his moral discernment are 
lacking. We see this when we learn that by virtue of his connection to his wife, he is 
“sely,” which can mean “blessed,” “wretched,” or “innocent.” 
This ambiguous use of “sely” hints at the narrating voice’s suspicion that the 
merchant has not discerned the real economic value of his wife, that is, her cost to benefit 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
90 There is some question as to which Canterbury pilgrim actually tells this tale, as in the 
manuscript, the tale is sometimes assigned to different pilgrims. The Riverside Chaucer, 
ed. Larry Benson, however, follows the Hengwrt and Ellesmere manuscripts in ascribing 
this tale to the Shipman. 
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ratio. It is well known that the upkeep of a wife will always outstrip what goods and 
delights she can deliver in return: she will never be content with what she has received 
and will continually demand more. Curious and suggestive also is the position of “sely” 
between lines bemoaning the merchant’s constant responsibility to purchase pleasures 
consumed by others: “He moot us clothe, and he moot us arraye, / Al for his owene 
worshipe richely,” and should he fail to do so, another will purchase our debt or loan to 
us the gold, “and that is perilous.” Certainly, this threat foreshadows the wife’s conduct 
and its moral bankruptcy. But the language that suggests the merchant has made a bad 
investment by taking a wife also foreshadows how she will repay him in the same coin: 
she returns what she owes him in the same transactional terms that describe his marriage 
to her.  
The merchant, however, seems unaware that he might commodify his wife for 
(another man’s) profit: it is the narrator and the reader, rather, who recognize her true 
cost. Indeed, the surprising alienation of the merchant from his professional acumen is 
articulated for our consideration by the peculiar use of the first person plural pronouns 
“us” and “we.” Traditionally, they are read as evidence that Chaucer originally slated this 
tale for the Wife of Bath to tell, and that these relics of a feminine storyteller were not 
edited out when the tale was reassigned to a male teller. However, we might also read the 
shift of pronouns as a failed translation. The first few lines appear from the Shipman’s 
perspective; they reflect his misogyny: the wife’s “compaignable and revelous” qualities 
are not worth the expense of all the “chiere and reverence” that can be obtained at “festes 
and at daunces.” With the passage’s switch to the first person plural pronouns, the 
speaking voice maintains his attitude even though the ideas are expressed from a female’s 
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position. Her outlook is equally mercantile; she and we expect someone “payen moot for 
al”; she and we want to be clothed and arrayed at someone else’s “dispence” so that we 
might “daunce jolily.” Male and female then merge: “Swiche salutaciouns and 
contenaunces / Passen as dooth a shadwe upon the wal; / But wo is hym that payen moost 
for al!” It seems the difference in gender makes no difference at all; at the same time, the 
bankruptcy of this translation gives us a standard against which we can measure the 
productivity of Chauntecleer’s translation. He too believes woman is man’s confusion. 
But she is also his joy and blis. The included contrary is the aesthetic dimension that 
gives life and “sentence” to the flattening reductions of The Shipman’s Tale. 
Ultimately, the change of gender functions to set up the merchant’s wife to 
become our (that is, the reader’s) surrogate; it heralds the tale’s interrogation of the 
exchanges of meaning that are poetry’s stock in trade91. The wife, that is to say, 
exemplifies how imaginative literature, no less than the monk John, is the parodic agent 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
91 Lee Patterson, Chaucer and the Subject of History, Madison, WI: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1991, has argued that the tale “...draws a powerful analogy…between 
the worlds of merchant and poet…” (366). He notes that the tale is frequently interpreted 
as proto-Marxist, rejecting “aggressive commercialism of the merchant class and a 
defense of the traditional organicism of medieval society.” He explains that it “is read as 
indicting a profit-and-loss mentality that turns all human values into commodities” (324). 
Patterson develops this perspective, arguing that the tale’s structure is organized by acts 
of exchange, which reveal and critique the looming danger of metaphor underpinning the 
growing “bourgeois ideology” of the fourteenth century. He explains, “The effect of these 
equivalences is to establish commerce as the sole category of value: everything has its 
price” (351). Likewise, Christian Sheridan, “Funny Money: Puns and Currency in the 
Shipman’s Tale,” Medieval English Comedy, Ed. Sandra M. Hordis and Paul Hardwick, 
Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2007, 111-124, has observed an anxiety regarding fiction-
making expressed in the tale’s puns connecting the exchanges of money and meaning: 
“Both are linked by the potential threats they pose: the pun that language is ultimately 
meaningless, money that all value is relative,” though, he argues, “in both instances that 
potential threat is contained by context and the faith of the users of language and money” 
(112). 
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of possible corruption; whether we are innocent of deceit, self-made victims, or deceivers 
ourselves, the wife is the person where these possibilities come together. This is made 
clear in the final scenes of the tale. The merchant goes to call in his 100 franc loan to 
John, only to discover that John “took unto oure dame, / Youre wif, at hom, the same 
gold ageyn / Upon youre bench” (356-8). The merchant—innocent of deceit—remains 
ignorant of the scheme by which John has restored the loan because the transaction has 
been completed according to the rules of commerce and marriage: his wife, acting as his 
surrogate in the household, has made receipt of the gold. Of course, the merchant does 
not realize she did this in return for sexual pleasure by letting John act as his surrogate—
only that she used the money to pay for clothing. He interprets the signs of the wife’s and 
John’s behavior according to the interpretation he desires, an interpretation that allows 
him to retain his vision of the uprightness of his profession.  
In turn, the ability to subvert meaning is what the wife has learned from John and 
now practices herself in her dealings with her husband. Like John, she translates her 
commercial transactions into the give and take of hospitality to explain how she came by 
the gold: “For, God it woot, I wende, withouten doute, / That he hadde yeve it me 
bycause of yow / To doon therwith myn honour and my prow” in order to repay the 
“beele cheere / That he hath had ful ofte tymes heere” (406-10). She claims she thought 
that John gave the payment in thanks for their generosity, their charity. Then, in 
explaining why she cannot produce the gold as proof for her husband, she reconverts 
hospitality into commerce: she has already spent the money on “myn array” for his 
“honour” (418, 421). So, much as John proposed to her, she offers an alternative means 
of repaying that loan to her husband: “For I wol paye yow wel and redily / Fro day to 
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day, and if so be I faille, / I am youre wyf; score it upon my taille, / And I shal paye as 
soone as ever I may” (414-17). These risqué puns turn commerce into sex; he must 
charge her account, notch the tally (“taille”), for she “wol nat paye yow but abedde!” 
(424). In this way, the wife invokes and subverts the spiritual values of charity and the 
marital debt to conceal and serve her material and carnal wants. 
Again, it is this sort of translation the wife makes of her husband that marks the 
tale’s un-aesthetic quality. Though her husband does not recognize the game his wife and 
the monk are playing, we see how they have made all signs interchangeable in their 
translations. The uniformity, the failure to acknowledge gains and losses in each 
exchange, encourages us to supply contexts and viewpoints that would, if formally 
presented, enable us to call the tale aesthetic. We are the agents of parody. We recognize 
the double valences throughout, but nowhere more clearly than in the Shipman’s 
concluding words: “Thus endeth my tale, and God us sende / Taillynge ynough unto oure 
lyves ende. Amen” (433-4). Here the Shipman attempts to recuperate the language 
corrupted by the wife’s parody by forcing an exchange of the carnal for the spiritual. As 
the wife urges her husband to “score it upon my taille,” making sex the coin she’ll use to 
repay the gold, the Shipman, in a Parson-like move, reminds us that we all must pay for 
our sins in the end. Just as he has reached the end of the credit the audience has extended 
him in spinning his immoral tale, so all Christians will have their tallies drawn up in 
God’s counting house, as it were, on the Day of Judgment, when all shall be eternally 
redeemed or damned. At the same time, the Shipman’s language also echoes the sexual 
innuendos of John and the wife. As we hover between the two semantic fields, we are 
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reminded of the seductive power of vernacular imaginative literature and its complicity in 
tempting us to choose innuendo over morality. 
Though we appreciate this lesson, still, the tale functions as an aesthetic failure. 
The more we hear the Christian overtones that the tale muffles the more the tale reveals 
its hollowness. Chaucer seems to emphasize this point in the endlink, when the Host 
translates the Shipman’s performance by expressing what the tale has meant to him: 
God yeve the monk a thousand last quade yeer! 
A ha! Felawes, beth ware of swich a jape! 
The monk putte in the manes hood an ape, 
And in his wyves eek, by Seint Austyn!  
Draweth no monkes moore unto youre in. (438-42) 
The Host’s heaping of scorn on monk and wife, two characters who, in his mind, brought 
the level of man’s language down to fraudulent imitation, captures the distrust we feel 
whenever we confront parody. When words separate from their usual meaning, when 
signs frictionless substitute for other signs, are we ever sure which side of the parody we 
stand on? The Host thinks he knows; his comments, however, make him all too similar to 
the figures he criticizes. He prefaces his response with an incongruous oath: “Wel seyd, 
by corpus dominus” (435). The solecism immediately casts him as the object of ridicule, 
at least for those who know Latin. His bungled grammar distances us from him in a way 
that prepares for Chauntecleer’s “In principio”: the reader translates and corrects Harry’s 
Latin. On the other hand, by invoking, “the body of the Lord,” the Host references the 
spiritual voice that no one heard in the Shipman’s tale. But Harry, like the monk, the 
merchant, and the wife, smothers its pertinence in worldly practicality: an innkeeper 
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himself, he has learned he must keep a sharp eye on monks who enter his lodging. The 
Host’s unhost-like sentiments may cause us to doubt he is a reliable guide; it is the 
reader, again, Englishing his Latin, who activates the spirituality that the characters in the 
Shipman’s tale want. 
Parody and the Prioress: Poetics of Permeability 
  The Prioress’s Tale is The Shipman’s Tale in reverse. The Prioress would remain 
fixed exclusively on the spiritual; in her effort to do so, she becomes ever more enmeshed 
in fleshly desires. She becomes an embodied parody of her office. In The Shipman’s Tale, 
John manipulates discourses of exchange for the purpose of satisfying his own sexual 
desires; in her tale, the Prioress’s translation of parlances of mediation—storytelling, 
prayer, praise-songs, divine intercession—reveal a sexual desire she has barely repressed. 
By making herself the object of their mediation, they feed her vanity; each form becomes 
a means to “encressen hir honour” (464). Her performance ultimately invites us to 
consider who affords best access to divine grace: the persons of the trinity, the 
communion of saints, the Church, or a confused storyteller? In the Prioress, Chaucer 
presents the potential misappropriation of religious matter by vernacular imaginative 
literature, devoted as it was supposed to be to worldly pursuits92. She appropriates the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
92 Carol M. Meale, “Women’s Piety and Women’s Power: Chaucer’s Prioress 
Reconsidered,” Essays on Ricardian Literature: In Honor of J. A. Burrow,” Ed. A. J. 
Minnis, et al, New York: Oxford University Press, 1997, 39-60, has read The Prioress’s 
Tale as Chaucer’s gesture towards the greater presence and acceptance in the fourteenth 
century of feminine discourses on theological issues, in particular “spirituality” (59). She 
describes the Prioress’s expression as falling within the “tradition of popular piety” 
growing within religious institutions (58). Meale asserts that “In authorizing what can be 
seen as a distinctively female form of piety, the Tale in effect works against the depiction 
of the Prioress in the General Prologue” (60). Most scholars, however, disagree with 
Meale. Gesturing towards Louise O. Fradenburg’s study, “Criticism, Anit-Semitism, and 
the Prioress’s Tale,” Exemplaria 1 (1989): 69-115, Jim Rhodes, Poetry Does Theology: 
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vernacular language (Middle English) and a corresponding genre, the popular saint’s life, 
but, like the Shipman, shuts down their creativity and capacity to produce change93. Once 
again it is the reader who supplies the other voices that the Prioress silences.  
The Prioress begins exploiting the permeability of mediating systems and 
intercessory roles in her Prologue, where she establishes herself as an alter-ego of the 
Virgin, an embodied instrument of God’s great mercy and honor. In stanza two, she 
promises: 
Wherfore in laude, as I best kan or may, 
Of thee and of the white lylye flour 
Which that the bar, and is a mayde always, 
To telle a storie I wol do my labour; 
Nat that I may encressen hir honour, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Chaucer, Grosseteste, and the Pearl-Poet, Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 2001, observes, 
Chaucer appears to want to go beyond blaming the Prioress in order to 
look at the way the church transmits doctrine (by rote memory), at the way 
it idealizes certain modes of piety (the cult of the Virgin), at the way it 
exaggerates the danger or threat to the faith from external enemies, real or 
imagined, such as the Jews, and at its failure to attend to the internal 
threats to the faith that stem from the gap in the Prioress’s example, the 
gap between belief in Christ and an imitation of his love and forgiveness. 
(180) 
For Rhodes, and critics like him, the Prioress, then, is very simply a figure whose 
devotion parodies the devotion of the priesthood, whose doctrinal understanding parodies 
doctrine and understanding. Yet still, the tale reflects the anxiety that attended vernacular 
forms as vehicles of spiritual truth. As Fradenburg concludes in her important study of 
the Prioress and her tale’s anti-semitism, “The Prioress’s Tale is a narrative in which all 
change can only be imagined as crisis. To celebrate this view of change is to defend 
against our culture’s deepest fears of its own capacity for, and vulnerability to, change 
and creativity” (108). The effect of Chaucer’s tale, I argue, however, is just the opposite. 
 
93 At its root, this is the argument Fradenburg makes in her article, “Criticism, Anit-
Semitism, and the Prioress’s Tale.” 
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For she hirself is honour and the roote 
Of bountee, next hir Sone, and soules boote. (460-7) 
It is her task to praise Christ and his mother, though the Prioress knows she cannot 
enhance the Virgin’s honor since Mary already possesses greatness as the “roote” of 
goodness, the bounty that is Christ. She also recognizes that Christ is greater than Mary 
who is “next hir Sone.” However, “roote” suggests that Mary is still the source of that 
greatness. Indeed, the Prioress includes herself in that root; like the mother’s breast that 
transmits nourishment to the child, as the root does to the plant it supports, so she will 
nurture the pilgrims by telling her tale of the Virgin’s glory. The Prioress sees herself as 
an intermediary like Mary who at the same time wants to be, indeed thinks she is Mary. 
In this way, she translates the frictionless substitutions and exchanges happening in The 
Shipman’s Tale. 
The Prioress reinforces her role of intermediary, which is designed to allow her to 
conflate herself with the Virgin, with her insistence, “Lady, thy bountee, thy 
magnificence, / Thy vertu and thy grete humylitee / Ther may no tonge expresse in no 
science” (474-6). She acknowledges that no language or science can express the Lady’s 
superabundant virtue and humility; she especially is unworthy since, “My konnyng is so 
wayk, O Blisful Queene, / For to declare thy grete worthynesse” (481-2). Her lack of 
“konnyng” should identify her as a woman in relation to man’s supposed superior 
rationality. Instead, she would have it signify childlike innocence. She is like a child; in 
this she anticipates the little “clergeoun” in the tale, who appropriates the song of Mary 
without understanding it. At the same time, however, the reader supplies the term she has 
left unacknowledged: by associating herself with a child, our attention is directed to her 
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womanliness, especially her yearning to be a mother, yet another kind of “konnyng” she 
lacks94. Indeed, the lily flower she invokes is a sign of resurrection: but, as we shall see, 
this rebirth is a male appropriation of female nature that marks the return, in translated 
form, of the Prioress’s repressed maternalism. 
She extends the implied homology between herself and Mary when she describes 
how the Virgin came to be so honored:  
O mooder Mayde, O myde Mooder free! 
O bussh unbrent, brennynge in Moyses sighte, 
That ravyshedest doun fro the Deitee, 
Thurgh thyn humblesse, the Goost that in th’alighte, 
Of whos vertu, whan he thyn herte lighte, 
Conceyved was the Fadres sapience, 
Help me to telle it in thy reverence! (468-73) 
The Prioress’s praise of Mary as Mother and Maid seems as focused on the sexuality of 
Jesus’s conception as it is on Mary’s remaining a virgin. Here the Prioress identifies with 
Mary’s immaculateness by associating her with the “bussh unbrent, brennynge in Moyses 
sighte.” We sense, however, she wants to feel the fire, especially in her use of the words 
“ravyshedest down,” which carries overtones of sexual ecstasy that she has, presumably, 
denied herself. Instead of the upward rapture to heaven such as Paul describes, the Virgin 
is so desirable, because she is so humble, she enraptures the Holy Spirit to enter her 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
94 This is in opposition to Chauntecleer who does possess all of the “konnyng” he needs 
and the tale itself that supplies to us readers what it lacks. That is, all the knowledge 
necessary for interpreting the tale is there if we can but assemble it, much as 
Chauntecleer possess both the universal and general knowledge and personal and 
instinctive experience necessary to recognize the threat of Russell the fox. 
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chamber and womb. Her desire and suppression of it is the Prioress’s translation of 
Mary’s two natures as mother and maiden. This translation makes Mary the means by 
which the Prioress can attribute to herself a similar “humblesse,” “vertu,” and 
“reverence” as mediatrix, if not between god and men, then at least between young boys 
and the mature men of religion they should grow up to become. Like the Virgin, she 
shares in the “bountee” and “magnificence” that attends all instruments of the divine 
(474). 
 In the tale, the Prioress further exploits the permeability of mediating roles to 
augment her honor by associating herself with the innocent martyred child and her story 
with his song of worship. The child, she recounts, happens to hear the Alma redemptoris 
and, enraptured by the sounds and melody of the words—he doesn’t know what they 
mean—he memorizes both. Even when he seeks to understand the Latin, the older 
schoolmate who teaches him only paraphrases what it says. The song, he explains, praises 
the “blissful Lady” (532). The elder boy acknowledges that he “kan namoore expounde in 
this mateere / I lerne song; I kan but small grammeere” (535-6). The “litle clergeoun” is 
satisfied; it is enough for him to know that “this song marked in reverence / Of Cristes 
moder” (537-8). His devotion is innocent, but as Louise O. Fradenburg has shown, it is 
static. Still, to his benefit, his innocence covers his lack of understanding.  
With the child’s humble song and meager “konnynge” the Prioress explicitly 
recalls the Prologue, where she connects her limited linguistic ability to that of children:  
But as a child of twelf month oold, or lesse,  
That kan unnethes any word expresse,  
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Right so fare I, and therefore I yow preye, 
Gydeth my song that I shal of yow seye. (484-7) 
For the Prioress, ignorance and lack of ability are the same as innocence and humility no 
matter the age. She desires to be perceived as childish, perhaps because she remembers 
that Christ suffers the children to come to him, and that heaven is reserved only for those 
like them. Behind these sentiments, though, one senses in the Prioress’s identification 
with helpless infants and defenseless boys the desire to bear a child, as the Virgin did, 
and to protect him, as a mother would, rather than the willingness, through her virginity, 
to be as innocent as a child is of the ways of the world. Hence, she emphasizes the 
humility of the Virgin, who “Thurgh thyn humblesse” received the “Goost” and bore 
Christ (469)95. At any rate, the permeability of her categories and definitions should 
trouble us. The Prioress’s lack of knowledge certainly is not appropriate to her age, let 
alone her station; she is not a child. Yet, seeing herself as the martyred child is the means 
by which she reinforces a sense of her own humility; it is a stepping-stone to her ultimate 
goal of being identified with the greatness of the Virgin. But the Prioress has not had a 
child; one suspects the frustration her missed motherhood has generated in her accounts 
for the violence with which she demands vengeance against those who murder the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
95 Regarding the Prioress’s purposeful associations with the martyred child, Fradenburg 
has argued: 
Childish language in the Prioress’s Tale doesn’t have to mean anything; it 
just is, and so it represents for the Prioress a pure signifier, a sign 
coinciding completely with itself, not defined by its difference from 
whatever it’s trying to signify. Repetition of the pure signifier tries to 
barricade language against abjection by insisting on its fullness, self-
presence, circularity; what’s produced is literally a fascinating style, a 
style in whose very fascination lies its meaningless. (94-5)  
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“clergeoun.” We sense the fungibility, in her reckoning, of spiritual and worldly values: 
here, the spiritual values are corrupted to affirm her fleshly desires.  
 The Prioress attempts to leverage this seeming humility as an indication of her 
similarity to the Virgin Mother, her worthiness for exaltation, by inserting herself into the 
tale she tells. In describing the child’s murder, the Prioress interrupts the narrative to 
exclaim, “I seye…” (572), 
Modre wol out, certeyn, it wol nat faille, 
And namely ther th’onour of God shal sprede; 
The blood out crieth on youre cursed dede. 
 
O martir, sowded to virginitee, 
Now maystow syngen, folwynge evere in oon 
The white Lamb celestial—quod she— 
Of which the grete evaungelist, Seint John, 
In Pathmos wroot, which seith that they that goon 
Biforn this Lamb and synge a song al newe, 
That nevere, flesshly, women they ne knewe. (575-85) 
The murder of the righteous will be discovered, through which God’s honor will spread, 
she sings—for his blood cries out. Perhaps the Prioress isn’t aware she is echoing what 
God says to Cain about Abel. Yet Cain is not killed; the Prioress’s exultation in the 
hanging, drawing and quartering of the Jews, at the very least, puts her on the other side 
of the Lord’s demand that vengeance be his. Then, addressing the murdered child 
himself, the Prioress links her own song to the child’s by telling him that he may now 
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sing the new song of revelation96. The Prioress, one notes, has taken the place of the 
Blessed Virgin; just as Mary did before, she now gives the child permission to sing in 
death. We recognize the significance of this moment at the end of the tale when the child 
informs the Abbot that it was the “welle of mercy, Cristes mooder sweete” (656) who 
enabled him to sing. Yes, and the Prioress herself. Once more, she insists on making 
herself interchangeable with the Blessed Virgin, highlighting for us her manipulation of 
the systems’ (storytelling, prayerful song, and divine intercession) permeability. As in 
The Shipman’s Tale, passages like this cause us to hover between possibilities: the 
Prioress’s identification with the venerable childlike ignorance of a child and her 
impersonation of the gracious “blissful Mayden free” (664). These moments encourage 
us to supply what is missing, thus revealing the aesthetic failure.  
Indeed, this bait and switch on the part of the Prioress provokes our recognition of 
her recurring efforts as storyteller to exploit the permeability of intercessory roles in 
order to take on more authority and honor than she deserves. More broadly, through her 
treatment of the child, she reveals one way in which imaginative literature can play on its 
audience’s ignorance to encourage mistaking “flesshly” for spiritual beings. 
Nevertheless, Chaucer reminds us that we bear the responsibility if we are duped because 
we, like the Prioress, are no longer children and we have put away childish things. This is 
clarified in the Prioress’s final prayer, where she calls on “yonge Hugh of Lyncoln, slayn 
also” (684) to  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
96 This, of course, is the link to the debate in The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, when Chauntecleer 
responds to Pertelote with narrative examples that prove his dream signals truth: as in the 
story he tells, his dream warns of his immanent death. “Modre wol out” is the refrain of 
his tale, though it is one he ultimately fails to heed despite his acknowledgment and 
affirmation of the revelation.  
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Preye eek for us, we sinful folk unstable,  
That of his mercy God so merciable  
On us his grete mercy multiplie,  
For reverence of his mooder Marie. Amen. (687-90)  
Once more, the Prioress makes herself one with another, this time her audience; we are 
coextensive in this moment, sinful folk, “unstable,” in need of God’s mercy and the 
mercy of His Mother. The Prioress suggests that everyone has sinned—we are born with 
it; moreover, her sin is our sin. Yet with the invocation of the Holy Mother in the last 
line, we recall the Prioress’s effortless attempts to translate worldly dignity into spiritual 
reverence. For the Prioress there is no difference, though we become continually aware of 
the differences. The differences redeem the distortion of spiritual values that governs the 
Prioress’s discourses. If we too much identify with her, we knowingly corrupt ourselves. 
Parody and the Poetics of Incompleteness in Sir Thopas and The Tale of Melibee 
At the end of The Prioress’s Tale, “Whan seyd was al this miracle,” the pilgrims 
are “As sobre was that wonder was to se” (691-2). In response, the Host desires a more 
intoxicating successor. Harry therefore translates the Prioress’s self-parody by demanding 
of the next storyteller “a tale of myrthe, and that anon” (106); in so doing he again 
prompts us to supply an element her tale lacked; this is a call for aesthetic translation 
after the fact. With its repetition, we begin to perceive the headlinks and endlinks in this 
fragment are also spaces of translation. In his request for amusement, however, the Host 
makes the same move toward mirth that the Prioress had made toward earnestness; even 
as he seeks sensible pleasures, he implicitly acknowledges the superiority of spiritual 
values. By his reasoning, in the context of the tale-telling contest, all stories, whether of 
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martyrs or scalded “toots,” are equal contenders for the supper. Perhaps this is why the 
Host re-outfits Chaucer, the pilgrim he has called on to tell the next tale, by linking him 
to the Prioress. He describes Chaucer as “a popet in an arm t’enbrace / For any woman, 
small and fair of face” (701-2). The image of Chaucer as a doll, not a child, in the arms of 
a woman translates the Prioress’s maternal desires by infantilizing and feminizing him. It 
seems probably, also, that Harry may be displacing his own masculine anxiety in the 
presence of a dominant woman; his act of compensation nonetheless reminds us of the 
Prioress’s worldliness. His uneasiness, which will be reinforced when he speaks of his 
wife Goodelief, already points us toward Chauntecleer’s commentary on the nature and 
value of women. 
In all these ways, The Shipman’s Tale and The Prioress’s Tale present the first 
versions of the claim that receives its fullest articulation in the Nun’s Priest’s Tale; that 
the aesthetic is a privileged discursive mode of knowing best suited to human nature and 
vernacular imaginative literature is its most effective vehicle. While the tales themselves 
are patently monocular, single-minded, and monovocal, the retreat to the frame narrative 
between tales provides the voices of complement and contradiction we need to perceive 
the complexity that delivers to us the fragment’s apology for vernacular imaginative 
literature and the aesthetic. 
Far more overtly, as critics have long recognized, the next two tales in this 
fragment, Sir Thopas and The Tale of Melibee, respond to one another. Djordjevic notes 
that “Their juxtaposition has often prompted critics to read them in terms of binary 
oppositions: popular and learned; entertainment and instruction (‘game’ and ‘earnest’); 
verse and prose; orality and writing (or presence and absence)” (256). Because Chaucer 
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assigns these tales to himself, scholars such as John Michael Crafton have seen the entire 
project of The Canterbury Tales as “informed by the tales’ relation to language”; “…a 
facility with language is compared to a lack thereof. … Thematically, this structure 
speaks to a dualistic view of language, as both creator and destroyer, both obstacle and 
vehicle of truth, beauty and God” (175). Astell similarly observes that in attempting to 
fulfill the Host’s request for a tale containing “som murthe or som doctryne” (935), the 
pilgrim Chaucer “separates the two ends of poetry” that in the Horatian model are 
inseparable (189); by this failure, he shows how essential the marriage of earnest and 
game is to literary craft.  
Scholars have also focused on the tales’ representation of the art of translation and 
its relation to poetic craft. As Djordjevic explains, “The incongruous pairing of ‘Thopas’ 
and ‘Melibee’ is, among other things, an exploration of the paradoxes of original 
composition and translation, especially so-called close translation” (257). I believe that 
whereas in The Shipman’s Tale and The Prioress’s Tale translation is a figure of thought 
that represents the parodies of exchange and permeability those tales enact, Thopas and 
Melibee foreground translation’s centrality to literary art. They effectively translate the 
conversation started in The Shipman’s Tale and The Prioress’s Tale by emphasizing in 
new ways the ethical expectations of the poet’s craft. Chaucer’s message remains the 
same—vernacular imaginative literature and the aesthetic, because they marry “sentence” 
and “solaas,” teach one to know the truth and to act morally. Here the means Chaucer 
devises to arrive at that message is to eliminate the “ernest” from one tale and “game” 
from the other, and point to the need to combine them by making himself the narrator of 
both. 
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Specifically, in these two tales, the monoaural effect of the previous two tales—
that quality of aesthetic failure—is refined and brought center-stage by the new agent of 
parody, the pilgrim Chaucer. In each instance, he calls attention to the fact that his stories 
are translations Sir Thopas is a “rym” he “lerned longe agoon” since “oother tale certes 
kan I noon” (709). Chaucer, that is, will offer a Middle English imitation of a French 
rhymed romance. As the tale unfolds, we quickly discover that the “deyntee thyng" that is 
Thopas is a stylistic parody: it reproduces, brilliantly, every clumsy attempt in English to 
imitate French suaveness. The informed reader sees what is lost in translation—all the 
substance, which makes Thopas’s vacuousness all the more merry.  
The first stanza of each Fit, for instance, repeats calls to the audience to “Listeth, 
lordes, in good entent,” “Yet listeth, lordes, to my tale,” and “Now holde youre mouth, 
par charitee” (712, 833, 891). In these captationes benevolentiae, the storyteller attempts 
to gain his audience’s receptivity. As he begins, his address is gentle and deferential. By 
the third call, however, he is telling his lordly listeners—even if they are only the 
pilgrims—none too gently to shut up, as if they are doing anything but listening to him. 
This inattention on their part likely has much to do with the fact that there is little to no 
variety in Chaucer’s speech to engage and stimulate the senses and mind. This becomes 
more apparent with his repeated claims that he will tell a tale “Of myrthe and of solas,” 
“Murier than the nightyngale,” and “Of bataille and of chivalry, / And of ladys love-
drury” (714, 834, 894-5). The narrator doth mirth too much; saying something is merry 
doesn’t make it so. In fact, repeating the claim lessens its truthfulness. 
The failure to deliver on its promise applies also to the ostensible “content” of 
each fit, which works to strip away the movement toward the universal and ideal one 
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finds in high French romances. For example, Fit 1 tells us of Thopas’s background and 
quest; it is filled with cultural signs that are meant to indicate his nobility. In one stanza, 
Chaucer tells us that as he “priketh thurgh a fair forest” (754), 
Sire Thopas eek so wery was  
For prikyng on the softe gras, 
So fiers was his corage, 
That doun he leyde him in that plas 
To make his steede som solas, 
And yaf hym good forage. (778-83) 
Thopas possesses such fierce courage that he naps in the soft grass when his journey 
wearies him. For good measure, he generously allows his steed the pleasure of foraging 
in this same soft grass that has tuckered him out. Details such as these are meant to 
persuade us that Thopas is a perfect knight; in fact they render him ridiculous. Similarly, 
the fit ends with one stanza in which Thopas, faced by a giant who threatens to kill him, 
“drow abak ful faste”: “faire escapeth child Thopas” (827-30). When Thopas, now 
suddenly a child, turns and, in effect, Monty Pyton-like runs away, he removes all doubt 
that he is the exemplar of chivalry. Moreover, unlike his French counterparts, Thopas, in 
fact, is no noble; he is a distinctly middle class, English knight, “Yborn he was in fer 
contree, / In Flaundres, al biyonde the see” (718-19)97, Chaucer tells us. Flanders is not 
far from London, which makes the attempt to enlist the exotic undercut itself; then we 
hear that Thopas was born in the town plaza, a distinctly unaristocratic birthplace, from 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
97 See “Explanatory Notes,” The Riverside Chaucer 3rd ed. Ed. Larry D. Benson. New 
York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1987, 918, which describes Flanders’ mercantile 
reputation and mundane character, obvious in Chaucer’s reference to Middle English 
readers.  
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ancestors who are “fre,” which indicates that they had once been in service. At every 
turn, Chaucer’s relies on our knowledge of chivalric romance to highlight Thopas’s 
failure to embody its ideals; his vacuousness makes us merrily supply the substance he 
lacks. 
At the same time, by alerting his audience that he knows the flaws are flaws, that 
his tale is deliberately bad, Chaucer the poet authorizes his English and deflates the 
French originals. He also urges us more directly than in the previous two tales to provide 
what is missing. Again his instrument to do so is the Host. Harry vehemently interrupts 
Chaucer and insists he stop;  
… For thou makest me  
So wery of thy verray lewednesse  
That, also wisly God my soule blesse,  
Myne eres aken of thy drasty speche. 
Now swich a rym the devel I biteche! 
This may wel by rym doggerel…. (920-5)  
He continues, “That drasty rymyng is nat worth a toord! / Thou doost noght elles but 
despendest tyme” (930-1). He therefore requests that the pilgrim begin a new tale “in 
prose somewhat, at the leeste, / In which ther be som murthe or som doctryne” (934-5). 
Thopas, he alleges, is so terrible, wasteful, lacking substance it is turd; heavy matter, to 
describe the tale’s un-substantiality. The paradox alerts us that we must accept and reject 
the Host’s values: to appreciate Thopas aesthetically, we must situate it between the 
mundane, the “earnest,” and the absolute pleasure of “game.” The Host’s interruption 
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asks us to engage the translational aesthetics that the tale itself so skillfully prohibits in 
the telling.  
 Of course, Chaucer responds to Harry’s critique by translating his request; in the 
process, he suggests what is needed in order to make the first tale aesthetically successful. 
He will tell, he says, a “litel thing in prose” that is a “moral tale vertuous” (937, 940). 
Then even as he warns the pilgrims that it has been “told somtyme in sondry wise / Of 
sondry folk” (941-2), he moves to forestall objections: 
Therfore, lordynges alle, I yow biseche, 
If that yow thynke I varie as in my speche, 
As thus, though that I telle somwhat moore 
Of proverbes than ye han herd bifoore 
Comprehended in this litel tretys heere, 
To enforce with th’effect of my mateere; 
And though I nat the same wordes seye 
As ye han herd, yet to yow alle I preye 
Blameth me nat; for, as in my sentence, 
Shul ye nowher fynden difference 
Fro the sentence of this tretys lyte 
After the which this muryie tale I write. (953-64) 
It seems that with this new tale Melibee he is actively supplying the substance Thopas 
lacked: yet he will again draw on the work of another, badly, as he had with Thopas. 
Thopas and Melibee from the start, we see, complement one another, even if they seem 
each other’s opposite. Indeed, in moving from Thopas to Melibee, we are not sure what 
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Chaucer suggests he is translating when he says “Though that I telle somewhat moore / 
Of proverbs than ye han herd bifoore.” Most take this as Chaucer’s reference to the 
French source of the tale he is about to tell. I believe that Chaucer is suggesting that the 
Melibee is a translation of the rhymed Thopas, given additional earnest ballast by 
“proverbes”98. Even though the words are “nat the same wordes seye / As ye han herd,” 
there is no difference in their sentence. “Bifoore” thus can reference Thopas or the 
original Melibee; “varie as in my speche,” can refer to style or language. What is clear is 
that amid this proliferation of interpretive possibilities, Chaucer appeals to the unified 
sentence of the Word with his example of the Gospels.  
By invoking the “sentence” of the four Gospels, he suggests that we can avoid 
infinite semiotic regression by stabilizing meaning as the Word. For Chaucer, for 
Christians of the Middle Ages, the Word is what Benjamin calls reine Sprache, “pure 
speech.” With this, he claims, there is a pure language untied from meaning, from 
expressions. For Christians, this pure language would be Truth—not an articulation of 
Truth, which requires expression, but one universal and eternal perspective of pure Being 
as humankind can perceive it, according to medieval theories of the transcendentals. In 
contrast, the languages we speak cannot singularly approach that pure language but 
together can signal its outline. In other words, as Benjamin describes, they are 
“interrelated in what they want to express” (72). Like Benjamin, it seems that Chaucer 
understood that all languages and, for that matter, the texts they create are in a manner 
derivative—fragments—of that pure language, which is made manifest in the process or 
art translation. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
98 See n1 above. 
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 The translational dynamics Chaucer sets in motion in these four tales culminates 
in The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, with its pivotal translation of “Mulier est confusion hominis.” 
At this moment, however, the pilgrim Chaucer presents to us Melibee and we are left to 
puzzle through what it translates and what its linkage to Thopas means. If Melibee 
translates Thopas, is Thopas then the original? And if Thopas is empty, is a tale filled 
with content really a translation of it? If, alternatively, Melibee translates a French 
original, without that original before us, how can we engage in the comparison and 
contrast that reveals truth? My argument is that Melibee is both an ironic translation that 
converts Thopas’s airy nothing into solid substance and a vernacular translation of 
Renaud de Louen’s vernacular original—a resounding affirmation, that is to say, of the 
suitability of all vernaculars as vehicles of “sentence”99. Despite their differences, then, 
the “sentence” of Thopas and that of Melibee are one just as the “sentence” of the French 
and Middle English versions of Melibee is the same. Chaucer’s claim seems to be that all 
language points to truth if we are looking for it and know it already. But he has just 
demonstrated that language can mislead as well. How are we to reconcile the two claims? 
It is too facile to say that bad writing is instructive because one sees its badness, which 
seems to be one implication of Chaucer’s affirmation in the Nun’s Priest’s Tale and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
99 This recalls the language of the Retraction where the poet Chaucer, it seems, insists,  
Now preye I to hem all that herkne this litel tretys or rede, that if ther be 
any thing in it that liketh hem, that therof they thanken our Lord Jhesu 
Crist, of whom procedeth al wit and al goodnesse. / And if ther be any 
thing that displese hem, I preye hem also that they arrette it to the defaute 
of myn unkonnynge and nat to my wyl, that wolde ful fayn have seyd 
better if I hadde had konnynge. / For oure book seith, “Al that is written is 
written for oure doctrine,” and that is myn entente. (1081-3)  
Of course, the Retraction is picking up on the Prioress and the Nun’s Priest, both of 
whom claim at various points “unkonnyng” to excuse potential offence or clumsiness of 
expression, and the Nun’s Priest’s citation of Saint Paul’s dictum that all that is written 
supports doctrine.  
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Retraction that all he writes is written for our instruction. I believe instead that Chaucer’s 
defense of vernacular imaginative literature is more vigorous. The “difference” of the 
tales in this fragment reveals their status as artifacts of human language, their 
fragmentary expression of truth. Their incompleteness, however, is not a sign of falseness 
or of vacuity; it rather encourages readers to read them as an ensemble, each 
complementing, each supplementing, each translating the other. The one sentence they 
share is made more rounded, more human, by the variety of ways in which it is 
expressed. Chaucer’s fiction, in other words, tells the truth about itself, and all language, 
by admitting it is partial, that it indeed is fiction: it is an imitation, as Plato would 
describe it, an assemblage of signifiers, not the thing they represent. But just as effects 
are linked to their cause, Chaucer’s fictions are linked to the truth that is their sentence. 
Understanding the connection is the sober “jouissance” literature offers.  
Melibee generates this complexity through its implied dual translations. Scholars 
have identified Renaud de Louen’s Livre de Mellibee et Prudence, which was itself 
derived from Albertanus of Brescia’s Liber de consolationis et consilii, as Chaucer’s 
source. Djordjevic has noted that this tale is the “closest translation” of all the 
paraphrased tales in The Canterbury Tales (256), and she correctly insists that Chaucer’s 
departures from the French are significant. Perhaps the most noticeable difference is in 
the sheer number of “proverbes” Chaucer does in fact add; he was telling the truth in his 
prologue. And his anxiety about the acceptability of such changes is reflected throughout 
the tale, as Amanda Walling argues: “Even as it insists on its own secondariness, 
however, “the tale explores the rhetorical and gendered contexts that shape the 
transmission of authoritative texts” (163). She sees Prudence as a figure who “invites us 
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to consider the process of textual transmission through which the tale itself is generated” 
(175): 
The inflections of gender in Prudence’s handling of her texts reminds us 
that citation and translation never passively adopt borrowed authority. In 
thematizing the difference that emerges in citation, the Tale of Melibee 
illustrates how Chaucer uses tropes of gender to construct and interrogate 
his own authorship. We can therefore read Chaucer’s authorship of 
Melibee not only in his alterations to his source material, but in the tale’s 
own insistence on the permeability of authority and meaning. (164) 
Because Prudence is a figure of authority in the tale, the fact that she is female allows 
Chaucer to interrogate his role as poet, his authority as an auctor working in the dubious 
mode of vernacular fiction. In my reading, Prudence stands for the disruptive energies 
that vernacular translation releases; herself a translation of the Host’s feminization of 
Chaucer, she represents the corruption and the recuperation of authority and value. 
  As a translation of Thopas, Melibee functions in much the same way. The many 
proverbs Prudence cites counterbalance Thopas’s lacking weightiness. Yet the content 
does not make Melibee a better tale than Thopas. The Melibee, after all, by virtue of its 
title, promises sweet language; sweetness that appeals to the mind alone is not as sweet as 
the sweetness of honey on the tongue. The Melibee, however, takes pains to avoid any 
sensory, emotional, appeal. When, for example, at the tale’s beginning, Melibee 
discovers his wife and daughter have been beaten, he “gan to wepe and crie” (973): he is 
inconsolable. Prudence seeks to calm him, “but nat forthy he gan to crie and wepen evere 
lenger the moore” (975). Prudence must be entirely affectless to counteract Melibee’s 
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anger. She therefore appeals to authorities; she recalls Ovid’s advice not to disturb a 
mother’s grief until the appropriate moment when one must offer comfort. The gender 
reversal in this scene is notable: Melibee occupies the position of the mother in Ovid’s 
precept; Prudence is the authority who knows how to time her consolation100. She begins 
by asking Melibee why he would so willingly “make ye yourself for to be lyk a fool” 
with his excessive weeping (984); she quotes Seneca, Saint Paul, Jesus Sirach, Solomon 
and Job to move him from the irrationality of his emotion. Tellingly, Melibee replies, 
“‘Alle thy wordes,’ quod he, ‘been soothe and therto profitable, but trewely myn herte is 
troubed with this sorwe so grievously that I noot what to doon’” (1006). Even though 
Prudence continues by quoting more authorities, she fails to offer Melibee the answers 
and solutions he desires and can understand until the end of the tale, when finally she 
manages to convince him. But until this moment, and indeed including it, he has wanted 
kind knowing. In this, Prudence’s counsel recapitulates Lady Holy Church’s failed 
instruction of Long Will. Prudence cites more than translates authority so that Melibee 
can comprehend it. He still wants the vicarious sense experience that particularizes her 
general sentence; he needs the aesthetic, which we recognize in its absence. Unlike Long 
Will, however, he is ultimately convinced; he will “receive [his enemies] to my grace / 
and foryeve yow outrely all the offenses, injuries, and wronges that ye have doon agayn 
me and myne” like all those who have “trespassed” against God (1880, 1884). Though 
the outcome is technically happy—Melibee grasps and applies the lesson and so 
represents ethical harmony in the fictional world to be understood and applied, that is, 
translated to the “real world” of the audience—yet it is entirely lacking in mirth and is, in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
100 The relationship of Prudence to Melibee also recalls Lady Philosophy’s role of 
authoritative instruction in Boethius’ De consolatio philosophiae.  
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this way, unfulfilling. An aesthetically successful tale would provide the sugar that makes 
the medicine go down delightfully. 
In contrast to Thopas, whether or not Melibee is considered a successful tale or a 
failure depends on perspective. Judging from the surviving manuscripts of tales 
circulating separately, it was one of the most popular of The Canterbury Tales among 
medieval audiences. The Host certainly anticipates such reception; he wishes his wife 
Goodlief “hadde herd this tale! / For she nys no thing of swich pacience / As was this 
Melibeus wyf Prudence” (1894-6). But once again, the Host buries the tale’s pertinence 
in worldly and very personal concerns. In turn, as literary art, the results are mixed: it is a 
tale whose content is good, it is moral; but its merry quality, because it is entirely 
affectless, makes it bad literature. The delight is one-sided since it appeals only to the 
mind. It fails aesthetically; a superior aesthetic embraces the body and the mind. In 
prompting us to recognize this, the Host again sounds the missing element. He supplies 
the sensual element: he would rather Goodelief hear the tale than have a barrel of ale 
himself (1893). His reaction serves as a sign of the aesthetic’s embrace of the senses only 
if we translate it. That is, it is not the ale or the amount of it that points to the aesthetic, 
but Harry’s willingness to trade it for the good hearing the tale might give to Goodelief 
and even himself. But, in turn, he looks to the Monk for a tale and, by instigating some 
“pleye” at the expense of the Monk’s body and profession, signals his desire for a tale 
that balances the Melibee’s seriousness with “game.”  
 Regarding the single-mindedness of Chaucer’s second tale, Stephen G. Moore 
notes, “…the educations of Melibee and the reader are not parallel. Since the real point of 
the text is not that Melibee should learn, but that the reader should, Melibee himself 
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remains free to be deployed in any way that will further that end.” Moore describes the 
“recursive structure” of the tale that sends “the reader’s mind back to the earlier” parts of 
the text. He explains: “Such a narrative structure has a performative character: it directs 
the reader to see connections between abstract patterns and particular circumstances, 
between events and the broader contexts, past and present, which give them significance” 
(93). This recursive structure works at the meta-level of the poet Chaucer’s parody as 
well, urging us to see the connections between texts, linguistic and literary, experiential 
and authoritative, personal and universal, “fruit” and “chaf,” which together point to truth 
or meaning. Again, what makes parody or vernacular imaginative literature aesthetic is 
our translation, our bouncing back and forth between these apparent fragmentary 
opposites to arrive at a fuller comprehension of truth. 
Failure and Success: Parody and The Monk’s Tale and The Nun’s Priest’s Tale 
 The final two tales of Fragment VII, The Monk’s Tale and The Nun’s Priest’s 
Tale, translate one last time the issues that the four previous tales have put in play101. 
Astell describes The Monk’s Tale in terms that recall my discussion of Thopas and 
Melibee; it is “…mere substance without style; content without form; the raw, 
undeveloped materia of art. …. …he focuses on losses that Boethius identifies explicitly 
with the body, not the soul; with matter, not the spirit” (190-1). As Fradenburg explains 
in her book Sacrifice Your Love, “The Monk seems (some critics find this tasteless) more 
fascinated by the ways tragedy is marked as such than by its particular instances” 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
101 As with Thopas and Melibee, critics recognize the dialectic occurring between these 
final tales, not least because the Host and Knight interrupt the Monk, even as Harry 
interrupted Chaucer; this time, the Monk declines to try again and the Host turns to the 
Nun’s Priest for a tale of “desport” and “game” (2791). Travis situates in these two tales 
Chaucer’s contemplation of classical and medieval concerns about poetic language 
figured in terms of sexual excess and threats of effeminacy (30-35). 
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(132)102. For this and other reasons, the tale is considered a failure: critics have 
recognized that it is lacking. Certainly, the tale is meant to evoke that realization of 
deficiency. From the very beginning, though the Monk insists he will “doon al my 
diligence” to “telle yow a tale, or two, or three” of tragedies “Of whiche I have an 
hundred in my celle” (1966-72), his monomaniacal obsession with remedy-less falls turns 
into self-parody. Like Prudence, he jettisons the difference of translation in favor of 
uniformity of sentence; for him, everything means the same thing—that the world, as 
Pope Innocent III had written, is a miserable place.  
As he prepares to tell us his tragedies, the Monk apologizes for his inability to 
organize his materials: 
But first I yow biseeke in this mateere, 
Though I by ordre telle nat thise thynges, 
Be it of popes, emperours, or kynges, 
After hir ages, as men written fynde, 
But tellen hem som bifore and som byhynde, 
As it now comth unto my remembraunce, 
Have me excused of myn ignoraunce. (1983-90) 
Like the Prioress and Chaucer, the Monk claims his ignorance of matters of style. 
Nevertheless, he too wants us not to hold him responsible for his literary fault. What this 
pre-emptive apology presages, however, is a larger failure on the part of the Monk to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
102 As the quote suggests, Fradenburg finds the critical response to this tale reductive and 
the tale itself absolutely necessary to the fragment. I agree and go on to show how the 
monoaural aspects of the Monk’s tale—its aesthetic failure—works to set in relief the full 
stereo of The Nun’s Priest’s Tale and its aesthetic success. 
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understand the Word that underwrites his words103. In introducing his catalog of 
tragedies, he declaims: 
I wol biwaille in manere of tragedie 
The harm of hem that stoode in heigh degree, 
And fillen so that ther nas no remedie 
To brynge hem out of hir adversitee. 
For certain, whan that Fortune list to flee, 
Ther may no man the cours of hire withholde. 
Lat no man truste on blynd prosperitee; 
Be war by thise ensamples trewe and olde. (1991-8) 
The Monk adopts Boethius’s understanding of tragedy; it treats the fall of those of high 
degree by Fortune’s caprice. The Monk claims, however, that “ther nas no remedie / To 
brynge hem out of hir adversitee,” as if death and ruin are the inevitable outcome, 
regardless of the fact that Fortune also is the tutelary spirit of comedy. Sometimes people 
in desperate straits luck out. More importantly, however, the Monk ignores salvation, 
which translates history from tragedy to comedy. Because the Monk, of all people, never 
mentions redemption, because he never acknowledges that the Word made the world and 
that humans are made in its image, the Monk robs his own words of authenticity and 
significance. The Monk, whose General Prologue portrait reveals he is anything but the 
ascetic a monk ought to be, has no regard for sacrifice. As Fradenburg explains, quoting 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
103 This explicitly recalls Chaucer’s own apology in the General Prologue:  
But first I pray yow, of youre curteisye,  
That ye n’arette it nat my vileynye,  
Thogh that I pleynly speke in this mateere,  
To telle yow hir wordes and hir cheere,  
Ne thogh I speke hir wordes properly. (725-29)  
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Augustine “What makes the difference between cruelty (or masochism) and sacrifice is 
the appeal to the ‘good’” (136). The Monk, despite his appeal to “my diligence,” utterly 
fails to appeal to the good; he appeals instead to failure. That is his tragedy. In his single-
minded pessimism, he corrupts not only the Word but, as the Nun’s Priest’s Tale will 
show, he corrupts vernacular imaginative literature. Like Thopas, however, but utterly 
different, his tale is a bad tale brilliantly told—his list of falls is a deliberately 
mismanaged compilation that again reminds us of the power of the aesthetic to engage 
the complex truth of human experience. 
 In response, once the Knight has interrupted the Monk and the Host requests a 
new tale and teller, the Nun’s Priest rectifies the Monk’s single-minded pessimism by 
allowing Chauntecleer, parodically, to tragically fall into the fox’s teeth, and, by speaking 
the right words, to experience the comedy of salvation: his tale is a tragi-comedy that 
acknowledges human fallibility, but ends with knowledge that will allow Chauntecleer, 
and through him all readers, to survive and thrive. Beyond this thematic resolution, The 
Nun’s Priest’s Tale makes comedy out of the corruptive translations in each of the 
previous tales. As Travis has said, commenting on how the Nun’s Priest’s Tale “corrects” 
the previous tales: the Nun’s Priest’s Tale is a “Menippean anatomy invoking his readers’ 
vivid memories of specific grammar school literary assignments, parodically redeploying 
those exercises inside an instructively innovative and metapoetic environment, and thus 
revitalizing their educative power to effect a re-interrogation of what the essence of 
literature may be” (12). In other words, by presenting a variety of conflicting and 
complementary modes and practices, The Nun’s Priest’s Tale presents the defense of the 
aesthetic and vernacular imaginative literature in stereo; it demonstrates what was 
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missing in the thin expressions of the five previous tales and what the headlinks and 
endlinks struggled to supplement. 
Again, this tale cannot consider the “essence” of literature, its value, without 
considering the role and nature of the reader. Thus, Travis argues, the tale’s parody seeks 
to explore and answer these questions about readers and their experience:  
Who are my ideal readers? Who are my real readers? How do my readers 
read? Do they detect the differences between irony, parody, and satire? Do 
they read poetry for a message? Do they ever change because of the poetry 
they read? Do my readers invent my authorial intent? Are my readers my 
own best fictions? What in fact is the act of reading? (14)  
These are the same questions the earlier tales in the fragment considered. Their parodies 
are meant for the readers to decode. The slippage of exchange from The Shipman’s Tale, 
the permeability of meaning from The Prioress’s Tale, and the devaluation of an original 
through translation and compilation from Thopas, Melibee, and The Monk’s Tale are 
replayed in The Nun’s Priest’s Tale: Chauntecleer’s mistranslation exploits slippage of 
exchange and permeability of meaning by equating the Middle English with the Latin; 
Chauntecleer’s response to Pertelote constitutes a compilation of authorities whom he 
ultimately ignores; his mistaken belief that he is literally the same as his father, his 
“countrefete,” rehearses the problem of originality. As we translate Chauntecleer’s 
failures, we recall other instances in which we translated corruptions and recognized truth 
in the space between right and wrong. 
In the “summa” of The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, Chaucer collects the troubling 
propensities of language and literature and translates them; his purpose is to show that 
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vernacular imaginative literature can and does in incredibly complex ways comprehend 
truth. His conclusion is that it is our nature as humans to approach and understand 
universal truth paradoxically through the fragmentary material and historical markers of 
vernacular language and the vicarious and particular experiences imaginative literature 
provides. It is the virtue of aesthetic modes to supply us with the knowledge and 
experience that supplements our own.  
Chaucer’s embrace of the aesthetic was radical yet a product of the ideas of his 
age. In his insightful book The Key of Remembrance, Robert O. Payne describes the point 
at which Chaucer’s ethical considerations intersect his poetic enterprise: 
Chaucer started from (and never grew away from) the primary definitions 
of purpose and method in art as laid down by the orthodox tradition in 
medieval aesthetics: poetry is a process of manipulating language so that 
the wisdom evolved in the past will become available, applicable, and 
operative in the present. Its most distinctive characteristic as poetry is its 
ability to stir emotion—to move knowledge into operation. However, I 
also think that Chaucer’s reading of other poets, and his own practice of 
the art, rapidly convinced him that these ideas were problems in the 
practice of poetry more than they were rules for the conduct of it. 
Theories, even when they are sound ones, do not write poems. To know 
that artful language may move men to desire the good does not of itself 
guarantee that the poet rightly perceives the good, or that what he intends 
to be moving will actually be so, or that he may not betray the ends of art 
to its means and pleasure to no purpose. (89) 
  184 
I would take Payne’s assessment one step further to insist that Chaucer put more faith in 
the power of the aesthetic “to move knowledge into operation” and move readers as a 
consequence, even as it seeks equally (and as importantly) to invoke sensory pleasure. As 
the Nun’s Priest encourages us, “Taketh the fruyt, and lat the chaf be stille.” The fruit is 
both sweet and nutritious; the two cannot be separated. Vernacular imaginative literature 
and aesthetic experience likewise engender instruction and pleasure. Both together, 
Chaucer and Langland both believed, are essential to our embodied comprehension of 
truth. 
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